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Indonesia:
An Underrated Country?

THIS BOOK IS A STUDY OF THE CONTEMPORARY POLITICS AND
society of Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim-majority nation, with
approximately 270 million people. Only China, India, and the United
States have larger populations; India and the United States are the only
two democracies larger than Indonesia. Unique among countries of its
size, Indonesia is an archipelagic state. Consisting of more than 17,000
islands, Indonesia straddles the Pacific and Indian Oceans, and some of
the world’s busiest shipping and trading routes pass through its waters.

Indonesia’s size and unique geography mark it as a country that
merits attention beyond its borders, particularly as the balance of
geopolitical and economic heft continues to shift from the West to
Asia. Yet Indonesia is rarely included in lists of emerging powers and
economies, of which the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and
South Africa) grouping is probably the best known. Its absence is in
contrast to the global role the country played at the peak of its inter-
national influence in the 1950s and 1960s, when it initiated the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) as an alternative to the Western and Soviet
blocs of the Cold War and positioned itself at the helm of an anti-
imperialist bloc of new emerging forces.

What accounts for Indonesia’s much more modest international
profile in contemporary times? Is it simply that Indonesia is in fact
“one of the most underrated and under-appreciated countries in the
world,” as former senior Singaporean diplomat and academic Kishore
Mahbubani (2018) posits? Or has Indonesia’s influence genuinely
waned, because of various characteristics of its domestic affairs? In
this book, we seek to equip readers to respond to these questions by
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presenting a comprehensive survey of contemporary Indonesian poli-
tics, society, and culture, and its relations with the outside world.

No academic observer would contest the view that democratic
Indonesia is beset by various shortfalls spanning politics, economic
development, and society. Twenty years after the end of authoritarian
rule, Indonesia faces many challenges, ranging from enduring poverty,
rising inequality, and endemic corruption to increasing illiberalism, ero-
sion in the protection of basic rights, and failure to address past
instances of state violence, all of which are addressed in detail in the
following chapters. How we interpret these deficits depends in large
part on the comparative lens we adopt, with possible points of compar-
ison being the Indonesia of twenty years ago, its neighbors in Asia
Pacific, other so-called third-wave democracies, and its fellow members
of the G20 (Group of 20), perhaps its most prized international forum,
which is made up of the twenty largest economies in the world. When
measured against such points of comparison, it becomes clear that
Indonesia’s performance in various spheres of governance is broadly
typical of countries with similar political pasts and income levels,
diminishing the case that it has been egregiously underrated.

In political terms, present-day Indonesia is unrecognizable when
compared with the period of authoritarian rule by President Suharto that
ended in May 1998. All legislative representatives and executive heads
of government in Indonesia, from the village level up to the presidency,
are now directly elected in competitive elections. Indonesia’s party sys-
tem has also transitioned from stage-managed competition between
three regime-approved parties to one in which ten or more parties of dif-
fering and often loosely defined ideologies jockey for voters’ approval,
albeit with vote buying persisting as an important part of their candi-
dates’ electoral strategies. Critical commentary on political candidates
by the media and civil society is widespread. More fundamentally,
Indonesia’s amended constitution establishes a separation of powers
and a clear basis for democratic competition. The document also estab-
lishes a new bill of rights, mostly modeled on the International Con-
vention on Civil and Political Rights, although the implementation of
these rights has been inconsistent.

Following its postauthoritarian transition and two decades of dem-
ocratic consolidation, Indonesia similarly stands out within its immedi-
ate region. Among its Southeast Asian neighbors, no other country has
consistently maintained democratic status since the year 2000. Among
those countries that have been democratic for part of this time, the
Philippines is considered by scholars to have temporarily regressed into
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authoritarianism (Diamond 2015, pp. 145, 151), whereas Thailand has
oscillated between democratic and military rule. Transitions in Myan-
mar (Burma) and, most recently, in Malaysia may yet add to the com-
munity of democracies in the longer term, but for the most part Indone-
sia’s attempts to promote democracy within Southeast Asia have been a
lonely endeavor. Concerning Asia as a whole, Edward Aspinall (2015)
observes that the average Freedom House democracy index score for his
list of eighteen significant countries in the region was 3.83 in 2015—a
score that is significantly closer to the authoritarian end of the Freedom
House index spectrum, which scores the most democratic at 1 and the
most authoritarian at 7. Indonesia rated a somewhat better score of 3.
For the most part, therefore, Aspinall notes, Indonesia has maintained
its democratic status, despite the absence of so-called spillover or
neighborhood effects from other nearby democracies.

If we change the lens to compare Indonesia to other so-called third-
wave democracies (that is, countries that have become democracies
since the mid-1970s, such as the Philippines, South Korea, and Taiwan
[Huntington 1991]), we find that Indonesia’s deficits as a democracy
appear to be quite typical at worst, and at best well above average.! Cer-
tainly, Indonesia has not succumbed to a reversion to authoritarianism,
even though various observers perceive this to remain a risk. After all,
this is a fate that democracy scholar Larry Diamond (2015, p. 144) cal-
culates to have befallen almost 18 percent of democracies worldwide in
the first fifteen years of the twenty-first century. Erosion of the quality
of Indonesia’s democracy over the same period similarly complies with
a global decline in the degree of freedom (Diamond 2015, pp. 147-148).
In 2017, the Freedom House index found seventy-one countries, includ-
ing Indonesia, to have suffered a decline in political rights and civil lib-
erties; only thirty-five registered an improvement. Thus 2017 was the
twelfth consecutive year of decline in global freedom, leading Freedom
House to declare that “democracy is in crisis” (Freedom House 2018).
V-Dem data also show levels of liberal democracy to have declined
somewhat from a peak level in 2006-2008, although by this index
Indonesia’s current levels of democracy remain comparable to its early
transition (Coppedge et al. 2019).

It is only in comparison to its peers in the G20 that Indonesia’s
democratic deficits stand out. In 2017, Indonesia was ranked fifteenth
out of nineteen member countries in The Economist Intelligence Unit’s
Democracy Index (2017), the lowest of any democracy in the grouping.
(Turkey, Russia, China, and Saudi Arabia are the G20’s authoritarian
members.) Even then, Indonesia’s position is not especially anomalous
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once income is taken into account. The nine top-ranked G-20 members
in this index, including all five countries ranked simply as “democra-
cies” as opposed to “flawed democracies,” are all Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) members with much
higher per capita incomes than Indonesia.

When we shift to the economic sphere, we can observe that Indone-
sia’s development deficits again appear in sharpest focus when com-
pared to the OECD countries of the G20. Inequality, for example, has
emerged as a major development challenge for Indonesia during the
democratic era. Despite consistently rapid economic growth of around 5
or 6 percent per annum since its recovery from the deep economic crisis
that precipitated the end of Suharto’s rule, inequality has risen steadily.
Indonesia’s Gini coefficient, a common measure of inequality, rose from
0.33 in 1998 (just after the Asian financial crisis) to 0.41 in 2015 (Yusuf
and Sumner 2015, p. 338), although it then declined somewhat to
around 0.384 by 2018 (Aisyah 2019). The twelve OECD members of
the G20 had much lower Gini averages—around 0.35 in the late
2000s—benefiting from the higher average social spending of advanced
economies (Lustig 2016, p. 28).2 Indonesia compared more favorably
with the non-OECD G20 countries, whose average Gini coefficient of
0.47 in the same data set exceeded Indonesia’s score of 0.41. Indeed, a
comparison of Indonesia with six other middle-income countries based
on 2010 data produced a decidedly mixed report card for Indonesia.
Economist Nora Lustig (2016) observed that Indonesia not only had
the lowest absolute level of income inequality in her sample, but was
also doing the least through its social and fiscal policy to address this
issue. Overall, she found Indonesia’s fiscal policy had no redistributive
effect, with the country spending roughly the same on health and edu-
cation for poorer and richer citizens.

Indeed, Indonesia’s modest social spending and failure to redis-
tribute wealth through its fiscal policy places that nation only in the
middle of the pack in its region with regard to inequality. For a nation
of 270 million people, significant challenges remain to bridge the still
significant gap in income levels and to lift those millions still in
poverty out of that position.

To reiterate, Indonesia’s performance in the political and economic
spheres has been typical of nations of similar standing. Indonesia’s
chief advantage is its size, a major factor in its emergence as a country
of significant regional economic clout. But as the data also show, fol-
lowing the devastation of the Asian economic crisis in 1997-1998,
improvements have not necessarily touched all Indonesians and have
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not been as rapid as many would have wanted. In political terms,
Indonesia’s success as a stable democracy places it above many other
similar nations. However, for those in Indonesia striving for stronger
protections for human rights, including those of minority regions, eth-
nicities, and sexualities, there have been worrying signs in recent years
of a backward slide toward less, rather than more, freedom.

We posit that Indonesia’s predicted economic growth, demographic
and geographic significance, and relative democratic stability mean that
although not underrated as a nation, it is less understood than it should
be. We aim in this book to delve into the historical, political, social, eco-
nomic, and cultural orders in contemporary Indonesia to illuminate and
enable deeper critiques of what life is like for Indonesians, the successes
and ongoing challenges the nation faces, and what the future holds.

Continuity and Change

Since 1998, Indonesia has experienced an extraordinary shift from
authoritarianism to democracy, and from economic crisis to a rapidly
growing economy. In this period the people of Indonesia have witnessed
episodes of sectarian and separatist violence, major reforms of national
institutions, decentralization of the political structure, destructive natu-
ral disasters and terrorist events, and government by five presidents,
including four elected in democratic and peaceful ballots.

A clear picture emerges from this book that even after so much
tumultuous change, Indonesia’s transition is ongoing. In twenty years,
Indonesia’s economy will very likely be much larger than it is today
and, by some estimates, among the top four or five in the world. Even
though most regard Indonesia as a relatively successful democracy
today, many long-term observers, both inside and outside Indonesia,
hold a negative view of the nation’s future. They do not believe that the
risk of falling back into authoritarianism has been fully overcome.

To better predict the trajectory of ongoing change in Indonesia’s
governance and society, it is necessary to have a clear understanding of
the longer-term context of present events. Studying Indonesia’s past
helps us to better comprehend the forces shaping its present and to
appreciate the enormity of the past and continuing endeavor—the imag-
ining and eventual realization of a nation-state uniting an enormous
diversity of ethnic and language groups (Ananta et al. 2015). To this
end, the book opens with two chapters on the nation’s history, covering
the precolonial and colonial periods and Indonesia’s postindependence
slide from parliamentary democracy to authoritarianism toward the end
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of founding president Sukarno’s rule (1945-1965) and continuing into
Suharto’s long New Order regime (1965-1998).

These earlier periods continue to shape the choices made by
Indonesia’s leaders and broader society as they face contemporary
challenges. For example, the strength of Indonesian nationalism and
the particular and enduring appeal of both Pancasila, Indonesia’s state
ideology, and Sukarnoism remain key pillars for the majority of politi-
cal parties; both of these elements were exhibited by the candidates in
the 2014 and 2019 presidential elections. The Indonesian military’s
central place in the national story arises from its conception as a revo-
lutionary army of nationalists and freedom fighters under the Dutch
and Japanese occupiers. In contemporary Indonesia, this legacy means
that for the people and for the institution itself, the military is still con-
sidered a vital element of the nation-state. Moreover, the history of the
Dutch-sponsored federated-states strategy to resist full Indonesian
independence also helps us understand why federalism continues to
remain impossible in Indonesia, even during the period of far-reaching
decentralization after Suharto.

We recognize the continuity of actors between the authoritarian and
democratic periods as a consequence of the long-term persistence of a
social order that emerged under Suharto’s rule and supported nepotism,
cronyism, corruption, and patrimonial networks of power. This order still
permeates business and politics and lies beneath a tendency to return to
authoritarian strategies in facing current political crises, in turn curbing
freedoms. The continued resonance of imaginings of the role and influ-
ence of pre-independent Indonesian kingdoms and Sukarno’s postinde-
pendence prominence in the Non-Aligned Movement can also be recog-
nized in thinking about Indonesia’s present-day place in the world.

In order to evaluate the political change and remaining risks to a
democratic future in Indonesia, we then examine the vast political
reforms of the early post—-New Order years. We pay special attention to
the instability that accompanied this change, including sectarian vio-
lence and separatist conflicts in various parts of outer Indonesia. We
also inspect the political structures in contemporary Indonesia and the
role of elections and political parties—in sum, the machinery of parlia-
mentary democracy that has gradually been put in place since 1998. In
many ways still under negotiation, Indonesia’s political and judicial
institutions remain vulnerable.

We offer a detailed examination of the drivers of social and eco-
nomic inequality, including the demographic challenges of improving
access to employment, and to health and education services for the
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nation’s large, overwhelmingly young and geographically scattered pop-
ulation. Since the end of the New Order in 1998, although enormous
effort has been directed toward improving the quality of life for ordinary
citizens in Indonesia, complex challenges persist and growing inequality
and poverty are hard to ignore. While the nation experiences rapid eco-
nomic growth and the accumulation of wealth, the gap between rich and
poor is widening. We ask if the present level of growth and development
is sustainable when so many are being left behind.

The role of civil society and human rights issues reveals one of the
most significant contradictions within this democracy. Some gains
have been made for human rights protections, but the failure to deal
with past crimes against humanity enacted under the New Order and
subsequent governments is viewed by victims, survivors, and their sup-
porters as undermining any commitment. An increase in attacks on
human rights organizations and agents by fundamentalist Islamic groups
indicates new levels of intolerance and harassment. As we explore this
context of growing intolerance in Indonesian society, we examine the
situation of religious, ethnic, and gender minorities that are becoming
increasingly marginalized.

Young people—those between the ages of eighteen and thirty—
make up the single largest group in Indonesia, so a significant number
of people were born after the fall of the New Order or have no real
memory of it. To better understand this crucial demographic and its
interests, values, and outlook, we take a closer look at key elements
shaping this generation. How are popular culture and the media shaping
Indonesia’s future? How open and free is the media in post-1998
Indonesia? Many deem Indonesia to be in the middle of a turn in society
toward a more conservative practice of Islam, so we explore the role of
religion in the lives of Indonesians today. In shedding light on the
everyday politics and cultural tastes in Indonesia’s society, we reveal a
culturally rich society—one that also employs advanced technologies to
remain highly connected globally and is persistently outward-looking.

Indonesia’s history shows us that the inhabitants of the archipel-
ago of islands that make up this nation have long been globally con-
nected and open to teachings, religions, languages, and foods from
around the world (Gelman Taylor 2013). Indonesia has occupied a
strategic position within the maritime and trading world and within
international politics. With its growing economy, geostrategic regional
significance, and membership in the G20, contemporary Indonesia is
seeking more attention on the world stage. Indonesia has long been
seen as the leader within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
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(ASEAN), but how does Indonesia see its role as a nation both region-
ally and globally, and what is the status of its relationships with neigh-
bors and key international partners?

Like other rapidly developing and evolving democracies, Indone-
sia is an incredibly dynamic and exciting nation where, on the one
hand, innovation and progress in business, education, and technology
are encouraged and supported, yet on the other hand, there continues
to be ongoing negotiation and debate over the rights of the individual,
including those of minorities, women, and young people. By exploring
these levels of contemporary Indonesian state and society, we hope to
reveal the complexities and tensions within this nation. The question
is, can Indonesia resolve these tensions? Can Indonesia achieve its
potential as a thriving economic power and democracy in its region
and beyond?

Notes

1. This is also the case when Indonesia is compared with other Muslim-majority
countries. The Economist Intelligence Unit Democracy Index (2017) rates Indonesia
(6.39) below India (7.23), where Muslims are a minority group, and significantly
above the next three largest Muslim-majority countries—Pakistan (4.26), Bangladesh
(5.43), and Nigeria (4.44). Elsewhere, Pepinsky (2014) argues that Indonesia is a
“typical Muslim country” in terms of economic, social, and political indicators based
on a data set of fifty-two Muslim majority and Muslim plurality countries.

2. Gini coefficient averages calculated from International Labour Organization
et al. (2015).
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Preindependence
Indonesia

Firstly: we the sons and daughters of Indonesia declare that we
belong to the motherland, Indonesia.
Secondly: we the sons and daughters of Indonesia declare that
we belong to one nation, the Indonesian nation.
Thirdly: we the sons and daughters of Indonesia uphold as the
language of unity the Indonesian language.
—7Youth Oath, October 28, 1928

AT THE SECOND YOUTH CONGRESS CONVENED BY THE BUDI UTOMO
organization in Jakarta, October 27-28, 1928, the Sumpah Pemuda
(Youth Oath) adopted by its members was the first clear expression of
the nationalist awakening underway in Indonesia. How did Indone-
sians get to this moment 300 years after the Dutch arrived in the archi-
pelago to trade and, eventually, to administer the Indonesian archipel-
ago as a part of their empire? How did they eventually achieve a
declaration of independence on August 17, 1945?

As Indonesia scholar and political scientist Ben Anderson describes
it, the adoption of the Sumpah Pemuda was the beginning of the con-
struction of an “imagined community”—Indonesia—made up of an
archipelago stretching from the northern tip of Sumatra to Papua in
Melanesia. It was a nation in the image of the colonial state, imagined as
a coming together of diverse cultures, languages, and inherited structures
of aristocracy, calling for complex negotiations between and across all of
them. As in other postcolonial states born in the twentieth century, such
imagining was possible because of the shared colonial experience,
with its common language, administration, and currency, which bound
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together an otherwise diverse collection of fiefdoms, kingdoms, and sul-
tanates that had often been in conflict over trade and land disputes.

Indonesia’s preindependence history is not that of the cohesive and
united archipelagic state that we know today but is instead the story of
its constituent parts, which had looked outward, welcoming traders and
teachers from other lands and absorbing the cultures and religions they
brought with them.

Early Indonesia and Dutch Colonialism

Kingdoms, Religions, and International Commerce

In the first 1,500 years of the Common Era, the forces of trade and reli-
gion defined Indonesia’s history. As early as 500 BCE, Chinese records
document trade between southeast China and Java’s northern coast of
such commodities as rice from Java and spices from the eastern islands
of the Indonesian archipelago. By the first century BCE, Indonesia was
linked into a trade route connecting China to the Roman Empire via the
Straits of Melaka (Malacca), and the goods traded along the route had
expanded to include sandalwood and cloves from eastern islands includ-
ing Maluku. There was also demand from the Arab states for spices
such as mace, cloves, and nutmeg from the eastern islands. The Indone-
sian archipelago also became an important stop on the sea trade route
between China and India. By the fourth century cE, the archipelago was
experiencing an international trade boom that was to shape its future
thereafter. By 1000 cg, Chinese traders had settled in enclaves in the
archipelago’s ports. The boom in international trade had two important
effects on the archipelago’s peoples—the importation and spread of new
ideas, religions, and philosophies, and an injection of wealth and power
that allowed its kingdoms to expand into pseudo-states, with vassal
states and trade and economic systems that extended through the region.

Records show that Buddhist monks from China passed through the
archipelago along the trade routes as early as the fourth century CE on
their way to and from their studies in India. Scholars seeking to under-
stand how Hindu-Buddhist culture arrived in Indonesia conclude that it
was the consequence not of Indian religious scholars coming directly
but rather of the scholars traveling through the region from China and
of traders from India who brought religious teachings along with the
goods they traded. The work of Edouard Chavannes (I-Tsing 1894) and,
more recently, Michel Jacq-Hergoualc’h (2002) documents the travels
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and studies of Chinese scholar Yijing at the end of the seventh century
CE. On his first trip to the holy places of Buddhism in 671 CE, Yijing
stopped in at Srivijaya (Palembang, the capital of modern-day South
Sumatra) to study Sanskrit and returned to study there for a longer
period. His letters depict Srivijaya as a major center of Buddhist
teaching in the late seventh century.

The Srivijaya kingdom, given its strategic position on the Straits of
Melaka, took advantage of the trade boom to launch its political expan-
sion, thus laying the foundations for its dominance over this part of the
archipelago for the next 600 years. As Indonesia’s first “state,” we have
some knowledge of Srivijaya as having a military force, including a strong
naval force, and significant potential for raising revenue by taxing the
traders passing through the Straits. The state’s reliance on international
trade to sustain it eventually led to its decline in the thirteenth century.

The earliest forms of written Malay came from Srivijaya, which is
credited with promoting the spread of Malay language variants across
the archipelago as a lingua franca and trading language. First recounted
by French scholar George Coedes in the 1920s (Coedés 1975) at the
time of Indonesia’s national awakening, the story of Srivijaya became
“evidence of early greatness, of archipelago unities” and was often ref-
erenced by the nationalists (Gelman Taylor 2003, p. 26).

Meanwhile, as Srivijaya dominated the west of the archipelago, the
kingdom of Mataram, based in central and eastern Java, was also
expanding. Following its merger in the early eighth century with the
Ho-ling, a trading port on Java’s north coast (probably between Peka-
longan and Semarang), the Mataram kingdom had adopted significant
Hindu-Buddhist influences (Kumar 2012, p. 112). The merger enriched
Mataram’s trade connections with China, and its aristocracy also saw in
Hindu-Buddhist cosmology “a way of exalting their own positions”
(Cribb 2000, p. 194). Through the eighth and ninth centuries, powerful
families initiated the building of extraordinary temples in central Java—
first the Borobudur temple by the Buddhist Sailendra family, which
went on to take power in Srivijaya in the ninth century, and, soon after,
the Prambanan temple by the rival Hindu Sanjaya family.

A UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization) World Heritage Site since 1991, Borobudur is situated
near Yogyakarta in Magelang, Central Java. Constructed between about
780 and 833 ck, it is the largest Buddhist temple in the world, consist-
ing of nine stacked platforms, six square and three circular, topped by a
central dome. The temple is decorated with 2,672 relief panels and 504
Buddha statues. It is thought that the temple was abandoned following
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the fourteenth-century decline of Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms in Java
and the conversion of the Javanese to Islam. Sir Thomas Stamford Raf-
fles, lieutenant governor of British Java, sparked Western interest in its
existence in 1814. Borobudur has been preserved through several
restorations, the largest being that undertaken between 1975 and 1982
by the Indonesian government and UNESCO.

In 1016 cE, the two great states of Mataram in Java and Srivijaya
in Sumatra, having grown in wealth and power and linked by family
ties, went to war, from which Srivijaya emerged victorious. Airlangga,
Mataram’s last major ruler, is thought to have been the son of a Balinese
king and Javanese princess whose union had marked the cultural and
political coming together of Java and Bali. Airlangga was a strong cul-
tural figure, during whose rule the epic poem Arjunawiwaha (marriage of
Arjuna) was commissioned and is retold as the story of Airlangga’s life.

From the defeated Mataram kingdom a new Javanese empire
emerged 200 years later, which encompassed East and Central Java as
well as Bali—the mighty Hindu-Buddhist Majapahit kingdom. Under
Hayam Wuruk, its ruler from 1350 to 1389, and his prime minister,
Gajah Mada, the kingdom’s influence extended from East and Central
Java to coastal arcas of Kalimantan, Sumatra, Maluku, and Bali. The
expansion and success of the trading kingdom rested largely with grow-
ing demand from China and Europe for spices, especially nutmeg, mace,
and cloves from Maluku and pepper from Sumatra and West Java
(Brown 2003, p. 27). The trade relationship was so important to China
that it sent a series of trade-diplomatic missions to the archipelago in the
early fifteenth century, seven of which were led by Zheng He (Cheng
Ho), a Muslim. The first of these, in 1405, consisted of 300 vessels car-
rying crews of over 27,000 (Cribb and Kahin 2004, p. 507). No doubt
aimed at asserting Chinese hegemony in the region, the expedition set
about destroying pirate fleets in the Melaka Straits. The Majapahit king-
dom also returned to the aesthetic and cultural heights of its Mataram
antecedent in the eighth century, with great achievements in architecture,
art, and literature. It collapsed in 1527, following its defeat by its rivals
in Java’s first major Muslim state, Demak. Although Demak was a
strong military power, its defeat of the Majapahit kingdom resulted in a
power vacuum and triggered a long period of conflict and struggle
between different holders of power in the archipelago. Because it had
sustained 300 years of military and trade success, the Majapahit king-
dom, alongside Srivijaya, became a model for Indonesian statehood in
imaginings of nationhood in the early twentieth century.
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The Coming of Islam, Circa 1200—1700

Historians describe the coming of Islam to Indonesia as “a process of
assimilation” over three centuries, beginning in North Sumatra in the
thirteenth century and progressing through Central and East Java, where
it was more or less established by the sixteenth century.

By the ninth century, trade between Sumatran ports and Arab states
had been established, and by the thirteenth century, Muslim traders
from South Asia, the Middle East, and China lived in settlements in the
major Indonesian ports (Gelman Taylor 2003, p. 93). Islamic teachers
came to these settlements and mosques were built, establishing a com-
munity that expanded to include locally born Muslims. Entries in the
diary of explorer Marco Polo on a visit to Sumatra in 1292 provide
early evidence of Islam in the state of Perlak and probably also in
neighboring Pasai, both located in what is now Aceh. Moroccan scholar
and adventurer Ibn Battuta visited Pasai in the mid-1300s, noting in his
record of his visit: “The sultan of Jawa, al-Malik az-Zahir, is a most
illustrious and open-handed ruler and a lover of theologians. He is con-
stantly engaged in warring for the Faith [against the infidels] and in
raiding expeditions, but is withal a humble-hearted man who walks on
foot to the Friday prayers” (Ibn Battuta 1929, p. 274).

Throughout the 1400s and 1500s, local rulers (rajas) converted to
Islam, taking on the title of sultan and compelling their subjects to fol-
low their new faith, thus embedding Islam in the governing political
structures. These early Islamic sultanates were located mostly along the
trade routes, at first in the small but strategically important port cities
on the western and eastern fringes of the archipelago, such as Aceh in
the west (ca. 1515) and Ternate (ca. 1460) in the east. Most coastal
communities of the Indonesian archipelago had converted to Islam by
the early seventeenth century, but historians point out that the spread
was not “a continuous rolling wave of Islam” (Ricklefs 2001, p. 7) but
a slow and complex process in which trade played an essential part.

There is debate and speculation about the reasons for the steady
conversion to Islam through the 1400s and 1500s. One of the arguments
put forward is that Islamic commercial law provided a better framework
for trade and commerce than traditional or Hindu-based laws. Those
engaged in trade also found that conversion to Islam gave them access
to a valuable international trade network, with additional benefits such
as access to credit, whether they were simple traders or the sultans, who
also enjoyed the prestige of contact with the Ottoman Empire.
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The rulers of the inland states adopted Islam a little later, with the
state of Mataram in Central Java, which emerged in the sixteenth century
and took the name of its eighth-century antecedent, not adopting Islam
until the seventeenth century under Sultan Agung, who ruled from 1613
to 1646. The version of Islam practiced by the inland sultans was still in
keeping with the traditional Hindu-Buddhist beliefs that regarded the
ruler as the closest to god. The sultans were attracted to the teachings of
missionaries of the Sufist mystical Muslim sect, whose claims of super-
natural powers perhaps fitted well in Javanese court circles familiar with
mysticism within Hinduism and Buddhism.

European Influences and the Dutch Traders

By the sixteenth century, booming markets for Indonesia’s spices and
other commodities in Europe precipitated the first European forays into
Southeast Asia in attempts to bypass the Chinese and Middle Eastern mid-
dlemen traders. In 1509, the Portuguese established a post at Melaka on
the Malay Peninsula, already a major trading center at the entrance to the
sea trading route. Initially expelled by the sultan of Melaka, the Por-
tuguese returned to recapture the port of Melaka in 1511. This city was a
strategically important point from which to control all trade from China
through Southeast Asia to the Middle East and on to Europe. The Por-
tuguese went on to establish significant settlements in key spice-trading
ports in the Indonesian archipelago at Ternate, Ambon, Timor, and Tidore.
Meanwhile, Melaka proved to be no great gain for Portugal, as Asian,
British, and Dutch traders who did not want to do business with them sim-
ply moved their business elsewhere, first to Aceh and later to Banten in
West Java and to Makassar, South Sulawesi. The rivalry among the Eng-
lish, Spanish, Dutch, and Portuguese to monopolize trade in the region set
a course for major changes for the peoples of the Indonesian archipelago.

The Dutch sent their first trading fleets to the archipelago in the late
1590s and met with some success, but increasing demand in Indonesian
domestic markets and an oversupply of tradable goods in Europe
reduced their trading profits. Their response to declining profits was to
merge several independent operators into the Dutch East Indies Com-
pany (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie [VOC]), which was formed
in 1602 and given the official right to the monopoly of all Dutch trade
east of the Cape of Good Hope and west of the Magellan Straits,
together with the right to exercise sovereignty in that region on behalf
of the Dutch state (Cribb and Kahin 2004, p. 130). A governor-general
was appointed to administer the company, whose headquarters were
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established in Batavia, Java, in 1619. From its beginnings, the VOC had
expansionist and monopolistic ambitions. In 1641, the Dutch drove the
Portuguese from Melaka, then took over Makassar in the 1660s and pre-
vented foreign traders from operating in Banten. The VOC was quickly
establishing a monopoly on the spice trade, enabling the Dutch to
extract whatever commodities and revenues they could from the archi-
pelago, sidelining and destroying traditional processes as they did so.

The expansion encompassed not only the trade routes but also the ter-
ritories of the archipelago as it took advantage of inter-sultanate wars and
rivalries. The sultanates had profited greatly from the spice trade by col-
lecting revenue from export duties, but rivalries within and between sul-
tanates resulted in power vacuums in which the VOC intervened actively
(Locher-Scholten 2004, p. 39). Between 1670 and 1755, the VOC bro-
kered a truce between rival siblings, which divided the Mataram kingdom
into the sultanates of Surakarta and Yogyakarta. By the eighteenth cen-
tury, the VOC was drawing revenues, or tributes, from these royal courts
and, until the early nineteenth century, hired out VOC mercenaries to sul-
tanates in successive wars against each other, thus acquiring further terri-
tories and concessions from the sultanates. By the early nineteenth cen-
tury, Dutch attitudes toward working with the local sultanates in pursuit
of their trade and increasingly territorial goals had shifted; they had come
to recognize “the impossibility of constructing a colonial realm with indi-
rect rule, based on weak local rulers and fluid Malay structures” (Locher-
Scholten 2004, p. 44) and confirmed their desire to take over as colonial
rulers in the fullest sense. It was to take almost another century before the
Dutch achieved this scale of intervention in the archipelago.

As far as religion was concerned, however, the Dutch had no interest
in proselytizing. Some local people converted to Christianity in the Dutch
trading centers, such as Batavia, Ambon, Minahasa, and Roti in the east,
but Islam continued to spread throughout the archipelago through the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The sultans showed little inter-
est in Dutch language and culture, and they continued to focus on Islamic
scholarship. Thus, the Dutch became Christian rulers of a Muslim country.

Despite the successes of the VOC in the archipelago, it declined under
the weight of growing administrative costs and increased market competi-
tion and was declared bankrupt in 1799. The company was nationalized
and handed over to the Dutch government in 1800. Meanwhile, in late
eighteenth century Europe, the rivalry of the Napoleonic Wars between
Britain and France dominated politics. Napoleon overran Holland, creating
a royal house with his brother Louis (Lodewijk) Napoléon as king in 1806.
Over the next decade, as a consequence of the wars in Europe, the Dutch
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East Indies experienced a period of rule by the French (1806-1811) fol-
lowed by a period of British rule (1811-1815).

European Power Struggles and the Colonies

In 1808, King Lodewijk Napoléon appointed H. W. Daendels as governor-
general of the Dutch East Indies, who in a relatively short time estab-
lished major infrastructure and made legal changes. Notably, Daendels
oversaw the building of the Great Post Road along the North Java coast
and the construction of a new settlement at Batavia, using mostly inden-
tured slave labor. Built at great expense and under cruel conditions for
its indentured workers, its completion reduced the time for a letter to
get from Batavia to Surabaya from two weeks to six or seven days
(Cribb 2000, p. 110). In his dealings with the warring local rulers, Daen-
dels was notoriously harsh, alienating many. In one instance, he sent
the sultan of Banten into exile on Ambon and absorbed the territories
of his sultanate for the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oost-
indische Compagnie [VOC]).

After five years in the Dutch East Indies, the French were replaced
in Java by the British in 1811, following British domination of the
French in the Napoleonic Wars. Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles was
appointed lieutenant governor of British Java and largely continued
Daendels’s programs of administrative centralization and subjugation of
the sultanates. Under Raffles, conflict with the sultanates escalated,
reaching its climax in 1812 when British forces stormed the kraton
(palace) in Yogyakarta, looted its archive, and sent the sultan into exile,
replacing him with his son. Raffles was a passionate historian and,
under his rule, significant historical sites, such as Borobudur, were
drawn to Western attention and documented. His book The History of
Java was published in 1817, two years after the colony was handed
back to the Dutch in accordance with the Anglo-Dutch treaty signed at
the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars.

In 1825, what was essentially a civil war between supporters of
Prince Diponegoro of Yogyakarta and other royal courts was precipi-
tated by several factors, including a dispute over succession to the
Yogyakarta sultanate. Up to 250,000 people perished in the Java War
before it ended in 1830, when the Dutch intervened, using their superior
military capabilities to dictate the terms of settlement, which included
drawing up new boundaries for the Yogyakarta and Surakarta sultanates.
In its aftermath, the aristocracy was forced under the rule of the Dutch
as they ushered in their Cultivation System (Cultuurstelsel) policy,
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which required a portion of the colony’s agricultural production to be
export crops. By the mid-1800s, the Dutch had gained full economic
and political control. The sultans of Yogyakarta and Surakarta no longer
reigned; instead, they served the colonizer.

Imperial Expansion and the Cultivation System

At the end of the nineteenth century, the Dutch administration of its
interests in the Indonesian archipelago was a complex bureaucratic
structure, and subordination to the state varied from region to region.
Some regions maintained significant autonomy in political, trading,
and social affairs. The VOC had shown little interest in making territo-
rial claims unless they were deemed necessary for business purposes.
As a small European country, the Netherlands lacked the resources for
a more concerted colonizing effort. Until steamships plied the trade
route starting in the mid-1840s, it took many months for correspon-
dence to travel between the Netherlands and the archipelago, allowing
colonial administrators and local leaders alike some level of autonomy
in decisionmaking (Locher-Scholten 2004, p. 53). As the nineteenth
century drew to a close and Dutch imperialism extended into the next
century, new levels of control were applied in new areas of life within
the colony and existing controls were tightened.

Historians describe this period of modern imperialism in the Dutch
East Indies as the period in which the Dutch sought to extend their
influence beyond trade to the control of the means of production and to
make territorial gains, including in the outer regions. So, while other
European countries were expanding their empires by establishing new
colonies, “the Netherlands had no cause . . . to look beyond those fron-
tiers. It had quite enough blank spaces on the map within its own terri-
tory” (Locher-Scholten 2004, p. 266). The thirty-year Aceh War (1873—
1904) was perhaps the final phase of this consolidation of Dutch
authority in the archipelago and was an especially violent one, during
which it secured lucrative natural resources, including black pepper, and
eventually defeated resistance from the Acehnese sultanate (Reid 2005).

Introduced to Java in 1830 by the new governor-general, Johannes
van den Bosch, the Cultivation System, or Exploitation System (van
Baardewijk 1994, p. 151), was one of the main bureaucratic tools
employed to achieve new levels of control. The system required villages
to set aside one-fifth of their cultivable land and labor for the produc-
tion of export crops. These crops, which were to include rubber, sugar,
palm oil, and coffee, were to be delivered to the government as land



18 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

rent. Exploitation of land and labor was nothing new for the colonial
regime, but the introduction of the Cultivation System in Java repre-
sented the first systemic regime of exploitation. For the colonial ruler,
the system was a success; for the peasants forced to plant the export
crops, it initially meant concessions and losses in terms of land and
labor, but, over time, they found ways to integrate the concessions and
losses into their own patterns of production. By the late 1800s, this
brought opportunities for private investment, with a particular interest
in the plantation economy. On the east coast of Sumatra, tobacco, rub-
ber, palm oil, and tea plantations flourished, opening up new agricul-
tural tracts and necessitating the importation of large numbers of coolie
laborers into these previously unsettled areas (Stoler 1995).

Morality and Colonialism

As the nineteenth century progressed, moral discomfort grew, both in
Holland and in the Dutch East Indies, with Holland’s colonial policies
and the overt exploitation of the Cultivation System. In 1901, the Ethi-
cal Policy was put in place in response to moral protest from within the
Dutch middle classes (ethici), which included writers, journalists,
lawyers, and government officials in Java (Gelman Taylor 2003, p.
283). It was closely linked with the Association Principle, “which envis-
aged an assimilation of the Indonesian elite to modern Western secular
civilisation and an eventual partnership in the tasks of government”
(Cribb 1994, p. 5). The policy prioritized making education more avail-
able to Indies subjects and improving public health programs and infra-
structure development in irrigation and agriculture. The policy imposed
a welfare task that was intended, above all else, to “uplift” the natives,
but not to provide a passage to self-sufficiency (Cribb 1994, p. 8). It
was criticized then and has been since as highly paternalistic, overlook-
ing the desire of Indonesians who hoped to achieve “self-rule through
Indonesian leadership and Indonesian solutions” (Gelman Taylor 2003,
p. 284). Historians agree that these programs were vastly inadequate to
sustain the emerging aspirations of the colony’s growing population (by
1930 just over 60 million) and failed to provide a pathway toward some
form of decolonization. Nonetheless, access to education and new tech-
nologies equipped Indonesians with the tools to begin to assemble a
vision and a movement for national independence.

Before the implementation of the Ethical Policy, few Indonesians
had access to Western-style education and, therefore, few were able to
join the public service, for which knowledge of the Dutch language was
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required. Reform of the education system to create a class of civil ser-
vants to administer the colony was a part of the Ethical Policy. Entry to
Dutch-language schools had formerly been open only to members of the
local aristocracy. With the educational reforms, the Dutch language was
taught in the “First Class” schools open to the indigenous middle classes;
once those students completed primary school, they were also eligible to
attend the newly opened Training School for Native Officials (Opleiding
School voor Inlandsche Ambtenaren [OSVIA]) and the School for
Training Native Doctors (School tot Opleiding voor Indische Artsen
[STOVIA]). The “Second Class” of government schools were separate
institutions attended by lower-class Indonesians, Chinese, and Arabs,
whose existence perpetuated established classifications of race and class
and “a sense of difference between people of indigenous and foreign
ancestry” (Gelman Taylor 2003, p. 287). A small number of elite women
(mostly from the aristocracy) managed to gain a Western-style primary-
school education but were unable to progress to the senior schools. One
of these, Raden Ajeng Kartini (1879-1904), the daughter of an aristocrat
from Jepara, became a symbol for women’s emancipation in Indonesia
and, later, a national hero, for her protest against the restrictions on
women’s access to post-primary education. A brilliant young girl, Kartini
was prevented from continuing her studies after she had completed her
years at a European primary school. Her struggle and frustration is doc-
umented in her letters to her friends as a teenager and young woman,
published shortly after her early death at age twenty-five, following
childbirth. Kartini is recognized for giving voice to early nationalist aspi-
rations and for female emancipation (Zainu’ddin 1980).

Except for a small indigenous elite, “Dutch schooling was outside the
daily existence of ordinary Indonesians” (Gelman Taylor 2003, p. 290).
In 1930, only 0.14 percent of the total population was enrolled in Dutch-
language schools and only a further 2.8 percent was in the state-run ver-
nacular schools that were open to the masses. Extremely small numbers
were enrolled in the small number of tertiary education institutions.
Although not counted in the census, a range of private schools was oper-
ated by Christian missionaries and educational associations such as
Taman Siswa, as well as Islamic schools, offering Western-style curricula
alongside religious teaching. For those in the nongovernment, Second
Class, and vernacular schools, the education reforms in the early 1900s
had very little positive impact. Their real impact was seen in the small
band of educated elites, people who did not emerge simply as loyal and
capable colonial servants but became “a tiny and disaffected elite” (Rick-
lefs 2001, p. 203) who would go on to lead the anticolonial movement.
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In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the Dutch also embarked upon
significant modernization and urbanization projects in the colony,
building railways and tramways and developing cities with cultural
institutions and centers. Although these, too, were not within the reach
of the ordinary Indonesian and did little in Java to alleviate the pres-
sure of overpopulation and poor public health systems, they were exam-
ples of modernity that, encountered even peripherally, broadened hori-
zons of thought and imagining about how Indonesians might shape
their future (Colombijn and Coté 2014).

Birth of Nationalism

From 1908 on, new organizations among educated elites across the archi-
pelago proliferated, as did trade unions, religious organizations, and
other groups that linked villages and elites. Among these were a number
with an increasingly nationalist frame and ideology based on various
streams of political thinking, such as Islamic modernism, socialism, and
Western-style modernity. Established in 1908, Budi Utomo is arguably
Indonesia’s first modern political nationalist association (although it
was largely Java-centric in outlook). It emerged from the student
cohorts at OSVIA and STOVIA and included members of the lower
aristocracy (privayi), who were not students, to promote their interests,
principally within the colonial structure. In 1911, Budi Utomo was fol-
lowed by the much larger mass-based and more radical Sarekat Islam
(Islamic Union), which started as a cooperative movement to support
Muslim batik traders in countering Chinese business dominance of their
industry. In 1912, the more moderate and reform-minded Muham-
madiyah was formed, and in 1926, the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), which
remain the largest Islamic organizations in Indonesia today (Ricklefs
2001; Tagliacozzo (ed.) Southeast Asia and the Middle East 2009).

Through the late 1920s and early 1930s, although there was agree-
ment on the goal of independence, there was variety in the nationalist
groups and streams of political thought about how independence could
be achieved. Some elements within Sarekat Islam backed an armed
revolution, which erupted and was quickly suppressed, as were rebel-
lions launched by the Indonesian Communist Party (Partai Komunis
Indonesia [PKI]) in 1926-1927. The Dutch responded harshly to the
PKI rebellions, exiling over 1,000 of its members and stepping up
police surveillance of all nationalist groups, but they were at a loss to
develop an effective strategy to curb or co-opt the growing and popular
opposition to their rule.
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Established by the colonial government in 1917 as a means to
control the spread of information, Balai Pustaka (Office of Literature)
was a publishing house that published newspapers and facilitated the
growth of a modern Malay literature. Over the next twenty years its
activities allowed for a sense of unity to spread across the archipelago,
which had not been possible previously. In 1918, there were forty
newspapers, mostly in the Indonesian language; by 1938, this number
had grown to 400 (Ricklefs 2001, p. 232).

Political reforms were also attempted in order to satisfy the
growing aspirations of the Indonesians, stimulated partly by improve-
ments in education brought by the Ethical Policy and by moderniza-
tion more generally. The most significant of these was the introduc-
tion of the Volksraad (People’s Council) in 1918 with European and
Indonesian representatives, as well as representatives of other races,
including the Chinese and Arabs. Established as an advisory body
only, with some oversight of financial and budgetary matters, it ini-
tially had nineteen elected members, of whom ten were Indonesian,
and nineteen appointed members, of whom five were Indonesian.
Over the years the Council assumed greater responsibility for over-
sight of budget and legislation and was able to introduce new legisla-
tion. Its elected members were chosen by an electorate of a few thou-
sand, most of whom were representatives of local councils. Appointed
members were chosen by the governor-general, who at that time
encouraged Indonesian involvement and critical contribution. Gover-
nor-General van Limburg Stirum appointed two Sarekat Islam lead-
ers, Tjipto Mangunkusumo and Tjokroaminoto, hoping to curb their
radicalism by bringing them into the cooperative frame of the Volk-
sraad. In the three decades of its existence, the Volksraad was indeed
critical of the colonial administration and exerted some pressure, but
in the end, it was little more than a gesture on the government’s part
toward popular involvement, as the governor-general was under no
obligation to follow any of its recommendations.

Given the token status of the Volksraad, the nationalists accepted
that the impetus for change must come from outside the council, which
is where the emerging leaders of the nationalist movement would be
found. Many of them were already deemed dissidents by the Dutch and
experienced periods of exile and detention. Generally, these leaders
came from the left wing of the middle class and had been educated in
the Dutch language in First Class schools but had chosen not to work
for the government and gained the support of the masses in airing their
significant grievances.
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An Emerging Class of Nationalist Leaders

With the burgeoning of political organizations in the 1920s and 1930s,
a new class of leaders emerged, mostly from members of the Dutch-
educated elite who had resisted the path of colonial service, seeking
instead to forge their own path as Indonesians. Among them was
Sukarno, with a schoolteacher father from East Java and a Balinese
mother. He was studying architecture at the elite Bandung Institute of
Technology, where he established a study club in 1927. The club became
the Partai Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian National Party [PNI]), which
promoted an inclusive vision for an Indonesia based on the colonial ter-
ritory, embracing the idea of creating unity out of its ethnic diversity,
and based on secularism. Following the Youth Congress in Batavia in
1928, at which the slogan “One people, one language, one homeland:
Indonesia” was adopted, there was a wave of popular opposition to
Dutch rule, with several figures emerging as leaders representing vari-
ous streams of political thought.

Sukarno was a highly charismatic and proficient orator who soon
attracted the attention of the colonial authorities and was tried for
crimes against the state and political order in 1930, and thereafter
exiled. Because he was so popular, the Dutch ended his term of exile
early, seeking to co-opt him by appointing him to the Volksraad. This
did not have the desired effect, as he continued to speak about and pub-
lish his nationalist intentions and was exiled again in 1934, first to the
island of Flores in eastern Indonesia and later on Bengkulu, off the west
coast of Sumatra, where he remained until 1939.

Sukarno’s fellow nationalist leaders, including Sutan Sjahrir and
Mohammad Hatta, were also exiled during this time. Sjahrir and Hatta
were both Sumatrans who sought to counter the Javanese contribution
to the nationalist discourse, represented by Sukarno. Having received
their tertiary education in the Netherlands, they represented Indonesian
men (and some women) whose nationalism had developed while they
were overseas. Hatta and Sjahrir were exiled by the Dutch to Boven
Digul in West New Guinea and then to Banda Neira in eastern Indonesia
for eight years, from 1934 to 1942 (Alwi 2008).

By the 1930s, it was apparent to the Dutch that the aim of their
Ethical Policy to provide a level of emancipation, but not indepen-
dence, to the Indonesians was backfiring because of the growth of sec-
ular nationalism and its class of educated political leaders. In the
1930s, a shift to conservatism was apparent within the colonial admin-
istration with the appointment of Governor-General de Jonge (1931-
1936). De Jonge clamped down on the nationalist leaders, having
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them arrested, put on trial, and exiled. With political organization all
but impossible throughout this period of repression, secular and
Islamic nationalists alike turned to other forms of organization, such
as study clubs, schools, and welfare services, which the Dutch also
sought to curb. In 1932, de Jonge issued the Wild Schools Ordinance,
which required government authorization to establish private schools.
The ordinance was defeated because of opposition from the national-
ists and from within the Volksraad. However, it signaled that the
Dutch had started to understand how serious the potential for a united
push against them had become. Indeed, without its leaders and under
constant harassment from authorities, nationalism as a political move-
ment was sufficiently repressed. In December 1935, several groups,
including Budi Utomo and Persatuan Bangsa Indonesia, formed Parindra
(Partai Indonesia Raya [Great Indonesia Party]), a party that backed
independence through cooperation with the Dutch. Nonetheless, like
those in the Volksraad who had initially believed that cooperation
might lead to independence, by the mid- to late 1930s, these groups
had also become disillusioned and convinced that the Dutch had no
intention at all of proceeding toward decolonization.

As the global Great Depression took hold in the 1930s, severe eco-
nomic crisis and suffering hit the colony as the prices received for its
exports of sugar, rubber, and coffee dropped dramatically as demand
from its traditional markets in Europe and North America decreased. In
the Dutch East Indies, unemployment increased as plantations laid off
workers and the civil service froze recruitment and reduced salaries.
Imports from Europe also dried up, giving way to the importation of
Japanese goods into the colony, which by 1934 accounted for 32.5 per-
cent of all imports. This displeased the Dutch, who fought to reduce
Japanese access to Indonesian markets. Just a few years later, Japanese
interest in the resources of the archipelago would bring about yet
another shift in the archipelago’s history, involving external rulers but
ultimately leading to independence for Indonesia.

Decolonization
War and Occupation, 19391945

When Hitler invaded the Netherlands in May 1940, martial law was
immediately imposed in the Dutch East Indies and all public meetings
were banned. Once again, war in Europe would have drastic conse-
quences for the peoples of the Indonesian archipelago. However, unlike
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the Napoleonic Wars, the entry of an Asian power into what grew into a
world war and the shift to the Pacific as a locus of contestation and con-
flict meant the Dutch East Indies was no longer simply a chattel or
resource to be conquered for the war effort; it had become of new and
critical strategic importance in a global conflict.

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, fol-
lowed two years of a US embargo on Japanese trade, imposed in 1939
in anticipation of Japan’s formalizing an alliance with Germany and
Italy in September 1940. The embargo left Japan in dire need of
resources as it built its machinery of war, so it looked to its trade with
Indonesia, as it had done in the past, to fill that gap. The Dutch pushed
back by freezing Indonesian exports to Japan and Japanese assets in
Indonesia in June 1941, but following the attack on Pearl Harbor a few
months later, the Netherlands was at war with Japan. It was not long
before the Japanese, with Indonesia’s resources in its sights, invaded the
archipelago, first entering South Sumatra in February 1942, before land-
ing on Java on March 1, after defeating the Dutch and their allies in the
Battle of the Java Sea. The nearby British colony, Singapore, also fell to
the Japanese in February 1942.

Historians consider the period of Japanese colonial rule over the
archipelago as one of the most crucial chapters in Indonesia’s history.
Before the Japanese occupation the Dutch had suppressed the national-
ist movement, removing its leaders and threatening organizations that
had nationalist ideologies. After three and a half years of Japanese rule,
the nationalist movement flourished, backed by a large population of
diverse ethnic groups and languages united in their desire for a revolu-
tionary struggle for independence.

Initially, Indonesians welcomed the Japanese as usurpers of the
Dutch colonizers and because of positive sentiment arising from their
experiences with Japanese traders and business in the difficult 1930s.
The Japanese allowed the red-and-white Indonesian flag to be flown and
the national anthem, “Indonesia Raya,” to be sung. They also garnered
support by immediately removing Dutch and other Europeans from sen-
ior administrative positions and elevating Indonesian public servants in
their place. However, positive sentiment toward the Japanese, particu-
larly among the lower classes, but also generally across society, was not
to last long, as Japanese demands on the Indonesian economy and dis-
ruption of its social structures set in. Any goodwill toward the Japanese
evaporated within twelve months. Like the Dutch, the Japanese were
intent on running the colony for their own benefit, particularly as a
source of vital resources for their World War II effort, such as oil, rubber,
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and tin, in the short term, and to fulfill their larger goal of creating the
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, comprising Japan, Manchukuo,
China, and parts of Southeast Asia and free from Western imperialism.

During the first year of the occupation, Europeans, including Dutch
and allied military and civilians (mostly women and children), were
interned in camps where they endured extremely poor conditions and fre-
quent violence, including the rape of women forced into sexual slavery as
“comfort women” for Japanese troops. Once the European administrators
were interned, the Japanese placed Indonesians in civil administrative
positions, previously only the purview of Dutch or Dutch-trained staffers,
in such services as postal and telegraph services, waste and water man-
agement, and public transportation. The occupation brought significant
disruption to social structures in the cities and at the village level.

The Japanese turned Indonesia’s economy toward its war effort,
resorting to such measures as compulsory requisitioning of food, includ-
ing rice, and the use of forced labor, which led to famine. The extremes
of the use of forced labor were apparent in the creation of a cadre of
laborers (romusha) who were sent across the archipelago and overseas
to work for the Japanese war effort. This extreme measure had a pro-
foundly severe effect at the village level, causing villages to decline as
food and labor became scarce and villagers migrated to the cities.

The Dutch and English languages previously used in schools were
replaced by Japanese, making higher education for Indonesians impos-
sible. The Japanese calendar was used for official purposes, streets
were renamed, and Batavia was renamed Jakarta. The Japanese set in
place a campaign of anti-Western propaganda to get Indonesians
behind the notion that they were united with the Japanese in the strug-
gle for a new order in Asia. Although the anti-Western element of the
propaganda resonated with the Indonesians, the Japanese underesti-
mated the strength of the nationalist movement and the strategies
developed by its leaders, including Sukarno, to take advantage of the
platform that the Japanese had now given them. Moreover, the cruelty
of the Japanese and the suffering caused by food shortages and forced
labor very quickly undermined the overarching goal of gathering sup-
port for the Japanese empire and its Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere from the people of Indonesia, who, indeed, increasingly turned
against what they saw as simply another colonial ruler.

A crucial aspect of the Japanese effort to motivate the people to get
behind their greater goal was the establishment of mass mobilization
organizations to spread their propaganda to the populace. Their first
attempt, the Triple A Movement promoting “Japan, the leader of Asia;
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Japan, the Protector of Asia; Japan, the light of Asia” failed. They realized
that they would need to engage established local political leaders to help
them in this effort. As time passed and the tide turned against Japanese
military fortune in the region, the nationalist leaders soon assumed the
upper hand and used the Japanese propaganda devices to promulgate their
own message of independence and freedom from colonial rule of any sort.

Exiles Return

The Dutch had returned Sjahrir and Hatta from exile just before the
occupation. When the Japanese called on their assistance, the two men
decided that Hatta would cooperate with the Japanese while Sjahrir
would establish an underground movement of mostly young, educated
nationalists and establish contact with the Allies. Sukarno was returned
to Jakarta by the Japanese in July 1942 and joined Hatta in cooperating
with the Japanese. From the outset, Hatta and Sukarno saw the opportu-
nity presented by Japan’s anti-Western colonywide propaganda cam-
paign to spread nationalism. Before entering into any agreement, the
Indonesians demanded that the Japanese allow concrete steps toward
independence to convince the Indonesian people that they were serious
and, thereby, “fire the Indonesian people to make the sacrifices the
Japanese demanded” (Anderson 1961, p. 9). As Sukarno explained it
later, “To gain political concessions in terms of military training and
administrative jobs for our people, we must make an appearance of col-
laboration” (Sukarno 1965, p. 173).

Although the two leaders had differed in their approaches in the past,
they now set them aside in pursuit of the common goal—independence.
In March 1943, encouraged by the Indonesian leaders, Putera (Pusat
Tenaga Rakyat [Center of People’s Power]) was established under the
leadership of Sukarno, Hatta, Ki Hadjar Dewantoro, and from the Islamic
organizations, Kiai H. M. Mansur. In October 1943, the volunteer army,
Peta (Pembela Tanah Air [Defenders of the Fatherland]), was set up as an
elite auxiliary guerrilla force in case of invasion. Other paramilitary bod-
ies, including Heiho, were also established across the archipelago and
trained by the Japanese, often using wooden rifles and bamboo spears in
place of real arms. These infantry units would eventually become the
backbone of the Indonesian army. In January 1944, Putera was disbanded
and replaced by Jawa Hokokai (Javanese Service Association), with
Sukarno and Hatta in senior roles. Deferring to the demands of Islamic
organizations, the leaders established the Partai Majelis Syuro Muslimin
Indonesia (Council of Indonesian Muslim Associations [Masyumi]).
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The nationalists capitalized on the opportunity to speak to the
masses through these communication channels, which reached right
down to the village level. Sukarno used speaking tours that were
broadcast by the radio service to promote the idea of a united Indone-
sia and to raise his own profile. He gave speeches to Peta battalions
and members of the paramilitary groups on anti-imperialism, which
his audiences took to encompass anti-Japanese imperialism. As Hatta
and Sjahrir devised it, having always intended to activate a double
strategy of apparent collaboration and underground resistance, these
military and paramilitary units were simultaneously infiltrated by
underground propaganda units, which rendered them overwhelmingly
nationalist, anti-Japanese, anti-Dutch, and pro-Allies. The under-
ground groups, including those led by Sjahrir, Amir Sjarifuddin, and
others, had an important role in gathering intelligence from and dis-
seminating pro-nationalist messages to the groups’ members and down
to the village level through a network of cooperatives coordinated by
another close confidant, Dr. Sudarsono.

In their efforts to suppress what they saw as potentially disruptive and
rebellious groups, the Japanese followed a similar pattern of co-opting
opposition elements. To flush out and control the actions of increasingly
rebellious youth groups, the Japanese established Angkatan Muda (Youth
Association) in mid-1944. In doing so they hoped to thwart the efforts of
increasingly hostile elements working underground (including some
under Sjahrir’s leadership) in spreading the nationalist message through
mass organizations such as Peta. Anti-Japanese sentiment among young
people, such as those at STOVIA, arose from such ordinances as a direc-
tive to cut their hair short, with failure to comply resulting in the stu-
dents’ imprisonment and expulsion from STOVIA. Political scientist
George Kahin described the impact of the Japanese approach:

Probably the deepest imprint of the Japanese occupation was left on the
Indonesian youth, in particular those between fifteen and twenty-five years
of age. Especially among those who received little previous education, and
that was the large majority, the sustained intense Japanese propaganda left its
mark. It narrowed and intensified their nationalist sentiments . . . many
developed an extremely militant nationalism with a strong, emotional anti-
Western bias. (Kahin 1952, p. 130)

Japanese concern about rebellion was very real. In February 1945,
an attack by a Peta detachment on a Japanese armory in Blitar, East
Java, resulted in fatalities on both sides. The Japanese began to fear that
they were losing control of the military forces they had formed. Impor-
tant here was the role of youth groups, both those associated with the
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elite military corps, Peta, and the paramilitary groups such as Heiho.
These groups have been identified as forming “the vanguard of revolu-
tionary nationalism” by early 1945 (Anderson 1961, p. 47) and were
bringing others along with them, including student groups in urban cen-
ters working both openly and underground.

By March 1945, as it grew more apparent that they would lose the
war, the Japanese were changing their attitude toward the nationalist
movement. In October of the previous year, Japanese prime minister
Kuniaki Koiso had announced that Indonesia would get independence in
the near future. Concrete changes to Japan’s policy quickly unfolded. On
March 1 the Japanese established the Investigating Body for the Prepa-
ration of Indonesian Independence. At its first meeting in Jakarta on June
1, 1945, Sukarno laid down the ideological foundation for the Republic
of Indonesia with his Pancasila (Pantja Sila, in the original spelling) dec-
laration of five principles for the nation, what he called his “five pre-
cious pearls”: “Nationalism . . . Internationalism . . . Government by
Consensus . . . Social Justice . . . and Belief in God” (Sukarno 1965, p.
197). These principles were encapsulated in the notion of gotong royong
(mutual/communal decisionmaking and cooperation). Islamic groups
intervened subsequently to revise the first principle by including seven
words known as the Piagam Jakarta (Jakarta Charter) to provide for
adherents to Islam—"“dengan kewajiban menjalankan syariat Islam bagi
pemeluk-pemeluknya [with obligation for adherents of Islam to carry out
Islamic law],” but it was soon clear to Muslims and non-Muslims alike
that including such a provision could undermine the principle of equality
for all citizens. When the constitution was announced on August 18,
1945, the Jakarta Charter was not included.

Thereafter, external events took over Indonesia’s path to indepen-
dence. The day after the United States bombed Hiroshima on August 6,
1945, the Japanese established the Panitia Persiapan Kemerdekaan
Indonesia (Preparatory Committee for Indonesian Independence). On
August 11, two days after US forces dropped a second bomb, this time
on Nagasaki, Sukarno and Hatta flew to Saigon to meet the Japanese
regional command, which assured them that Indonesia would be handed
its independence on August 24. Events overtook this promise, however,
and Japan surrendered to the Allied forces the day after Sukarno and
Hatta returned to Indonesia, leaving the Indonesian leaders in political
limbo; the Allies had not yet arrived to take control from the Japanese
and to prepare for Indonesia’s return to its previous colonizers. As
Sukarno and Hatta carefully deliberated their next step, the younger
generation quickly grew impatient for a declaration of independence.
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On August 16, a group of pemuda (youth) kidnapped Sukarno and
Hatta, taking them to Tasikmalaya in West Java, where the two leaders
declared Indonesia’s independence on August 17, 1945, in a short and sim-
ple statement that they both signed on behalf of the Indonesian people:
“We the people of Indonesia hereby declare Indonesia’s independence.
Matters concerning the transfer of power and other matters will be exe-
cuted in an orderly manner and in the shortest possible time” (Hatta 1951).
The following day, at a meeting of the Preparatory Committee, the consti-
tution was drawn up and the committee was reconstituted as the provi-
sional national parliament, electing Sukarno as president and Hatta as vice
president. The new unitary state was to have eight provinces, none of
which corresponded with a particular ethnic group. Although the procla-
mation of the constitution did not occur until the next day and the
pemuda’s actions had caught Sukarno and Hatta by surprise, they were
nevertheless very well prepared. The Preparatory Committee for Inde-
pendence was in place and the constitution had been drafted and redrafted
in the month before the Japanese defeat. Indeed, it was the culmination of
a campaign waged over several decades. The nationalists felt vindicated in
declaring independence by the fact that the Dutch had made no attempt to
oppose the Japanese but had merely acquiesced. They had neglected their
obligation to protect the colony, thereby forfeiting any future claim to it.

Establishing a Nation-State

On August 18, 1945, the Republican government was established, and
building on the drafts already prepared for the Preparatory Committee,
the constitution was finalized within a week. As already mentioned, it
did not include the Jakarta Charter, which was withdrawn in the final
hours following debate about protecting the principle of equality for all
citizens. Nonetheless, the issue raised by the charter would persist
through the 1950s as Indonesia deliberated its permanent constitution,
with clear lines drawn between those Islamic and non-Islamic parties.
The first cabinet was announced, with the new ministers taking over the
departments established by the Japanese and replacing the heads of gov-
ernment. Governors were appointed and provincial committees estab-
lished for each of the eight provinces—West Java, Central Java, East
Java, Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Maluku, and Sunda-Kecil (Lesser
Sundas). Sukarno was appointed president; Hatta, vice president; and
Sutan Sjahrir, prime minister.

On August 29, an army was fashioned out of the Peta units and
other youth organizations, based in Jakarta with territorial units across
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the archipelago. It was named Tentara Keamanan Rakyat (People’s
Security Army [TKR]) and it seized government buildings from the
Japanese. By late September, fighting between Japanese and Indonesian
troops reached its most violent, just as British troops landed. The Allied
forces commander in chief in Southeast Asia, Lord Mountbatten, had
responsibility for accepting the Japanese surrender, releasing prisoners
of war, disarming and deporting the Japanese, and establishing and
maintaining law and order until the Dutch colonial administration could
return. Mountbatten had very little, if any, knowledge and understand-
ing of the situation in Indonesia, including what had transpired since the
Japanese surrender two months earlier. The Allied forces’ planning was
out of step with what was unfolding across the archipelago, so they
were utterly unprepared for what they faced when they landed. The
British would be impressed by the efficiencies of the Indonesian nation-
alist administrative system and by many other things.

In the hiatus between the Japanese surrender and the Allied forces’
assumption of control in Indonesia, Indonesia’s new political leaders were
content to wait and see, but the youth groups and military units forged
under the Japanese in Java were more assertive, affirming their readiness
by launching a campaign, known as Bersiap (Be Ready), against the
returning Dutch within two weeks of the Japanese surrender. The terms of
surrender required the Japanese occupying forces to lay down their arms
and maintain order in Indonesia until the Allied Southeast Asia Com-
mand (SEAC) arrived. As Sukarno and Hatta had perhaps foreseen and
hoped to avoid, following the declaration of Indonesia’s independence
on August 17, 1945, the Japanese called for Peta and Heiho units and
other organizations to be disbanded. However, many of the Peta units
retained their arms and disarmed the Japanese, sometimes violently and
sometimes peacefully. Flying the Indonesian flag was also forbidden—
an order that Sukarno overruled.

In October 1945, although Sukarno and Hatta had warned the Allied
command that a backlash against Dutch troops was likely, they began
returning to Indonesia under cover of the Allied forces. Dutch patrols
began to appear in Indonesian towns and cities, attacking civilians in a
manner commonly described as “trigger-happy.” Very soon the Bersiap
armed units launched attacks against the Dutch and Allied patrols and
against unarmed Dutch civilians, including Indos (those of mixed Euro-
pean and indigenous descent), women, children, and ethnic Chinese
minorities (Hewett 2016). The Allied forces’ use of Japanese troops to
restore law and order and reclaim cities held by Republican forces
incited even more fervent attacks and clashes in Java, Sumatra, and Bali
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in the last months of 1945. In eastern Indonesia, where support for the
Republic was less coordinated and weaker, Australian troops encoun-
tered little resistance as they accepted the Japanese surrender, took con-
trol of the territories, and handed them back to the Dutch (Diplomasi
1994, p. x). On the whole, the Allied forces in the Asia Pacific, led by
the British and Americans, were underinformed and unprepared for
what they encountered in Indonesia. Although reestablishing their rule
in Indonesia was most certainly a priority for the Dutch, it was not a
priority for the Americans and British and, as time wore on and the
Republicans dug in their heels, the Allies” commitment to helping the
Dutch restore their authority waned.

A crucial moment in the Republicans’ campaign came in November
1945, when fighting broke out in Surabaya between a pemuda-formed
wildcat army and SEAC troops, among whom were many Gurkhas from
British India. An assault on Republican forces commenced on Novem-
ber 10 after the British commander, Brigadier A. W. S. Mallaby, was
killed on October 30. British retaliation by air and sea and on the
ground was uncompromising and resulted in heavy Republican losses,
which galvanized local and international support for Indonesian inde-
pendence. The Tenth of November continues to be commemorated in
Indonesia each year as National Heroes Day. Following the Battle of
Surabaya, the British encouraged the Dutch and Republicans to seek a
peaceful compromise, and diplomatic negotiations between the Dutch
and Indonesians commenced. The starting positions of both sides were,
however, diametrically opposed, as the Dutch simply could not accept
the Indonesian declaration of independence and remained adamant that
they had not renounced sovereignty over the Dutch East Indies.

Politics in the Early Years of the Republic

In 1945, the Republic of Indonesia established its multiparty government
in Yogyakarta, where a succession of revolutionary cabinets sought to gov-
ern in the middle of war and became increasingly isolated from the rest of
the archipelago as they did so. Moreover, significant divisions threatened
the Republic before it could achieve true independence, with cleavages
transcending party lines. The nationalist leaders—Hatta, Sjahrir, and
Sukarno—dominated the early cabinets but faced internal opposition from
other elites, such as national-communist Tan Malaka. The most significant
incident of this internal opposition, the Madiun Affair in late 1948, arose
as a result of accusations that the nationalist leaders were making too
many concessions in negotiations with the Dutch. Indonesia scholar Herb
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Feith described the affair as an intra-elite conflict that is explained by the
roles of two particular skill groups that were complementary but also in
conflict. He characterized one group as the “administrators” and the other
as the “solidarity makers,” but both of them were the well-educated prod-
ucts of Western or Muslim institutions. This division was manifest in
political parties, the military, and the bureaucracy; as Feith (1962, p. 26)
noted, “In every case the question to be decided was whether power and
status should go to men with modern-type skills or to men with political
qualifications.” Among the nationalist leadership, Hatta represented the
administrators and Sukarno the solidarity makers.

Negotiations commenced in Batavia on February 10, 1946, chaired
by British special envoy to Indonesia, Sir Archibald Clark Kerr, between
Sjahrir, prime minister in the second and fourth Republican cabinets, and
the acting governor-general, Netherlands Indies-born H. J. van Mook. In
November 1946, the Allied troops departed, by which time the Dutch
had an estimated 55,000 troops in Java, and the Netherlands Indies Civil
Administration had been reestablished in Java’s major centers and in the
outer islands, with the notable exception of Aceh. The status of the
remaining Dutch-controlled regions remained under negotiation. The
Dutch convened a meeting of delegates from Dutch-controlled regions of
eastern Indonesia in the Sulawesi town of Malino in July 1946, to which
no representatives of the new Republic were invited. The Malino meet-
ing was followed in December 1946 by the Denpasar Conference, at
which the State of the Great East was established and soon after renamed
the State of East Indonesia. It comprised the Groote Oost, which was one
of three governments in the outer islands formed in 1938, the other two
being Sumatra and Borneo. The Republican state, together with the three
outer island states of Borneo, Sumatra, and Groote Oost, would come
under the umbrella of the United States of Indonesia, as an independent
self-governing member of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. By the con-
clusion of the negotiations, the Dutch had accepted the Republic’s de
facto authority in Java, Madura, and Sumatra, along with the precept that
those areas occupied by Allied or Dutch forces would gradually come
under Republican control. These arrangements were confirmed in the
Linggajati Agreement on November 15, 1946, which the Dutch House of
Representatives ratified in a modified version on March 25, 1947.

Negotiations on the Brink of War

The Linggajati Agreement did not grant Indonesian Republicans what
they wanted—independence as a nation-state. Nor were the Dutch happy
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with it, so they planned military action focused particularly on bringing
plantations, essential for rebuilding the Dutch colonial economy, under
their control (Frakking 2012, p. 339). On July 20, 1947, the Dutch
crossed demarcation lines in what became known as the First Police
Action, taking over Republican territory, including parts of Java, East
Sumatra, and Palembang, which were key strategic centers for ports, oil
reserves, and plantations. The Dutch planters returned to their planta-
tions in Java and Sumatra, but not without considerable resistance.
Under the command of Colonel A. H. Nasution, the Republican Army
engaged in guerrilla tactics against the planters in isolated locations, but
with significant strategic impact as they disrupted a vital element within
the Dutch economy. Within a few months, the planters became increas-
ingly fearful and called for greater protection, which simply could not be
provided by the limited Dutch military and policy resources. The Repub-
lic’s Tentara Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian National Army [TNI]),
made up mostly of irregular soldiers, was estimated to number 170,000,
as against Dutch forces of around 100,000 troops.

In this police action, the Dutch underestimated the strength of
nationalist sentiment among Indonesians and their military capacity.
They had also failed to gauge world opinion, which was expressed in
demonstrations against the First Police Action in Australia and Britain
and at the United Nations (UN), which in August 1947, with the sup-
port of the United States, formed its Committee of Good Offices
(GOC), and later the United Nations Commission on Indonesia (UNCI).
Taking a mediating role in the Dutch-Indonesian conflict, the United
Nations Security Council gave the Netherlands government no alterna-
tive but to negotiate with Sukarno, Hatta, and their emissaries. The
United Nations ordered a cease-fire on August 4, 1947, and invited
Sjahrir to present the Republic’s case in New York City, an action that
would legitimize the Republic as an equal partner in the dispute. The
newly established GOC, chaired by the United States and on which Bel-
gium represented the Netherlands and Australia represented the Repub-
lic, sent cease-fire observers to Indonesia so that another round of nego-
tiations could commence. Meetings were held on board the USS
Renville, anchored in Jakarta Bay, resulting in the Renville Agreement
of January 17, 1948, which recognized a cease-fire along the “van
Mook Line” of the most advanced Dutch positions in Indonesia. This
gesture of compromise from the Republicans won them the goodwill of
the Americans, but it led to the fall of yet another Republican cabinet,
that led by Amir Sjarifuddin, who was accused of going too far in com-
promising with the Dutch. By this time the Dutch-held areas in Java,
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Sumatra, and East Indonesia had succeeded in blockading Republican-
held areas, so the Dutch forged ahead with their plans to create a feder-
ated United States of Indonesia, with or without the Republicans’ agree-
ment. Within the states held by the Dutch, pro-Republic support built
steadily among both the elites and the masses.

Frustration and anger over the territorial concessions made to the
Dutch in the Renville Agreement grew at the same time that Cold War
tensions were reaching their height around the world (Swift 1989).
Disquiet within the Republican camp following the Renville Agree-
ment included sidelining left-wing politicians under Hatta’s nonparlia-
mentary government and coincided with the return in August 1948 of
the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) leader Musso, from lengthy
exile in the Soviet Union. The PKI made a significant attempt to wrest
power, which brought the party into violent conflict with the Republi-
can army, reaching a climax in the town of Madiun in late September.
As pro-PKI forces were pushed back by government units, they tar-
geted Masyumi and Partai Nasional Indonesia leaders. PKI leaders
were tracked down and killed or captured, and the PKI was removed
as a threat to the Republican leadership. The Madiun Affair in the
closing months of 1948 established a legacy of hostility between the
army and the PKI that lasted for decades. Moreover, by their retaliatory
actions the Republicans had shown that they were anti-communist at a
moment in history when the Cold War was beginning to have an
impact on world order, and thus they secured US support for their
negotiations with the Dutch.

Another aspect of the Renville Agreement that was to have a lasting
effect on the new Republic was the ceding of West Java to the Dutch.
Radical Muslims led by S. M. Kartosuwirjo responded to this by estab-
lishing the Darul Islam (Islamic Armed Forces of Indonesia) resistance
movement in May 1948 and by declaring in August 1949 the Indonesian
Islamic State (Negara Islam Indonesia [NII]). This response lay behind
a series of regional struggles against the Republic over the next decades
in other regions, including in Central Java, South Sulawesi, South Kali-
mantan, and Aceh (Solahudin 2013a; Crouch 2014, p. 59).

Second Dutch Police Action

Faced with growing international opposition to their presence in Indone-
sia and intractable negotiations, the Dutch felt they had little choice
other than to launch unilateral military action. In December 1948, in
their Second Police Action, the Dutch successfully took Yogyakarta, the
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seat of the Republican government, and arrested Sukarno, Hatta, and
other leaders. They cut supplies of food and other necessities to Repub-
lican areas, but, once again, underestimated guerrilla resistance and the
extent of civilian noncooperation. Moreover, leaders of some of the fed-
erated states, including Premier Anak Agung Gde Agung of East Indone-
sia, opposed the Second Police Action. The Dutch failed to comprehend
that the Republican leaders had allowed their capture in anticipation of
the international condemnation that it would attract. Ultimately, it was
international pressure, particularly from the United States, and political
failures domestically, that forced the Dutch back to the negotiating table
and to relinquish their claims in the archipelago.

At the Dutch-Indonesian Round Table Conference held in The
Hague from August 28 to November 2, 1949, terms were agreed for the
transfer of sovereignty to a Republic of the United States of Indonesia
(RUSI), which was to include the Republican and federated states. The
transfer document was signed by the Dutch queen Juliana on December
27, 1949. In the following months, resistance and revolt by remnants of
the Dutch army shifted opinion within the federated states in the Repub-
lic’s favor, and by the end of March, most of them had joined the
Republic. Ongoing resistance in East Indonesia, mostly from Ambonese
pro-federalist politicians and adat (traditional) leaders, with soldiers in
the Dutch colonial army, proclaimed the Republic of South Maluku in
Ambon on April 25, 1950. The resistance was eventually crushed, and
the single unified state was established across the archipelago. Nonethe-
less, there were many challenges ahead for the new Republic.

After five years of conflict, the economy and infrastructure of Indone-
sia were devastated. Its peasant-based population lacked the education
and skills needed to rebuild them, and factions and bitterness between
and within political groups would rise again to the surface. The form of
government adopted in the independent nation-state—parliamentary
democracy—was a Western model that was not necessarily suited to the
cultural, political, ethnic, and geographic diversity of Indonesia, and its
suitability would be debated for many years. Given the complex politi-
cal structure of the Republic and the many federal states, the experi-
ences of the revolution varied, as did ambitions and hopes for the new
state (Kahin 1985). For many in the Republic, what had bound the peo-
ples of Indonesia through five years of revolution was the revolution
itself; they had been united against a single foe. What remained to be
seen was what would emerge once the pressure of an external foe was
no longer there to bind the nation and “divisions within Indonesian
society began to reassert themselves” (Zainu’ddin 1980, p. 241).
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Sukarno’s unifying vision of a state based on the Pancasila and the
principle of gotong royong would ideally encompass the main streams
of thought and traditions in Indonesia—1Javanese, Muslim, and West-
ern traditions. Nevertheless, as Sukarno admitted,

Challenges overwhelmed us on all sides. With industry completely undevel-
oped, with insufficient foodstuffs and insufficient confidence, with a people
scarred by feudalism, colonialism and fascism, most of whom couldn’t read or
write—we still had to pick ourselves up and make order out of the chaos
(Sukarno 1965, p. 264).
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The Slide into
Authoritarianism

THE SUKARNO ERA OF INDONESIA'S HISTORY WAS A PERIOD OF
economic and political instability as the new nation-state attempted to
find its feet, addressing internal divisions, establishing new systems of
governance, controlling and regulating the economy, and making its first
forays into representing itself on the international stage. The govern-
ment’s first nation-building tasks were, on the one hand, practical and
technical, involving education and infrastructure projects, drafting of
laws, and establishing peace and security. On the other hand, it faced the
task of building a nation of peoples with a unified and common outlook,
purpose, and vision for a future that embraced modernity and an all-
Indonesian culture that abandoned old divisions.

The Sukarno Era

Liberal Democracy, 1950-1957

In 1950, the Indonesian population was largely illiterate. Newly inde-
pendent Indonesia made education a priority. By 1961, literacy had
risen to 46.7 percent of the population, up from the 7.4 percent
recorded in the 1930 census. The population continued to grow rapidly,
rising from an estimated 77.2 million in 1950 to 97 million in 1961,
with urban centers growing particularly fast—1Jakarta’s population
exceeded 2 million by 1961.

As a condition of the November 1949 Round Table Conference
Agreement, the Dutch were to continue to operate their businesses,
including those in agriculture, shipping, and banking. The economy was

37
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slow to recover from the war against the Dutch; demand for goods was
high as the population grew and domestic development restricted export
earnings from oil and other resources. Moreover, the continued domi-
nance of key industries, such as the oil industry, shipping, and banking,
by foreign-owned businesses meant that Indonesia was not economi-
cally independent. Between 1950 and 1957, inflation and the cost of liv-
ing increased by 100 percent. Independence had not brought the pros-
perity Indonesians might have hoped for, but, for Sukarno and other
national leaders, the development of social ideals came before economic
progress; economic prosperity would follow national stability and the
primacy of nationalism. Throughout the early 1950s, demand for goods
outstripped supply and, with little foreign aid to fill the gap, inflationary
pressures were strong. The cash-flow problem meant that critical infra-
structure projects, such as the maintenance of major roads and irrigation
systems, were not carried out.

Political leaders set about filling the gaps in the 1945 constitution to
produce a “resolutely democratic constitution” heralding the rule of
multiparty democracy and “free political life” for the decade ahead
(Bourchier 2008, p. 100). The 1950 constitution brought into being the
unitary Republic of Indonesia on August 17, 1950. Throughout a neces-
sary period of transition, the nation faced many challenges as it sought
to unify its various regions and political groups. Until the first national
parliamentary election was held in 1955, the political system was
adopted when the Dutch handed over sovereignty prevailed, whereby
the president appointed the prime minister, who then formed a cabinet.

The political vehicle for the newly formed nation-state was democ-
racy, but as Feith and others have detailed, democracy and constitu-
tional democracy were understood and interpreted across the political
parties and within the populace in very different ways, and even per-
ceived at times as aspirational. A symbiosis of democracy and moder-
nity lay beneath the forward-looking orientation of the early Indonesian
state. As Feith (1962, p. 42) put it,

Sometimes democracy was an abstract symbol of future aspirations. At other
times it was thought of as a legitimizing principle and an educational and
nation-building force, and then it was usually linked with parliament and par-
ties, cabinet responsibility, and elections. But it was only very rarely associated
with such features of the constitutional system being adopted as individual
rights, majority rule and minority rights and the institutionalized opposition.

Indonesians had little experience of participation in constitutional
politics or the workings of parliamentary institutions; only a few could
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draw from their limited involvement with Dutch parliamentary politics
and the prewar Volksraad. At the time that the Round Table Conference
Agreement was signed in November 1949, it was “expedient for Indone-
sia to adopt Western constitutional forms” (Feith 1962, p. 43).

In the early years of independence, the multiparty system was highly
unstable; there were five cabinets between December 1949 and the
national elections in September 1955. Politicians and observers hoped
for stability once the people had had the opportunity to elect their own
representatives in government. Meanwhile, the army continued as a sig-
nificant center of power in Indonesian society, with its moral authority
bound up in its role as a revolutionary army that had fought for and won
Indonesia’s independence. Concerned about losing power, regional com-
manders resisted Colonel Nasution’s efforts to professionalize the armed
forces by reducing their numbers and overhauling their command struc-
tures. At the same time, the inherent instability of the 1950s required
military action to deal with such disturbances as the separatist/Islamic
rebellions in Ambon, Aceh, and South Sulawesi; the persistence of the
Darul Islam movement in West Java; and the unresolved question of
West Irian’s inclusion in the Republic. Against this backdrop of unrest,
politicians and bureaucrats sought to build institutions and establish their
own centers of power.

Bandung Conference. In the midst of these significant domestic concerns
and preparations for the September 1955 national elections, President
Sukarno and Prime Minister Ali Sastroamidjojo launched the fledgling
Republic into international politics. The Indonesians led the first confer-
ence of leaders from Asian and African nations, held in Bandung, West
Java, on April 18-24, 1955. It followed a meeting in Colombo, Sri Lanka,
a year earlier of the prime ministers of these newly decolonized and
independent states: Ceylon, Burma, Indonesia, India, and Pakistan. The
Bandung Conference was attended by representatives from twenty-nine
countries, most of them newly decolonized nations, but also from the
People’s Republic of China and other Asian states (Mackie 2005).
Held at a time when international relations were becoming increasingly
polarized along Cold War lines, the Bandung Conference was a major
international event. Observers at the conference were fulsome in their
praise for the impressive multilingual Sukarno and Prime Minister Ali.
It was considered a great success, launching the beginnings of the Non-
Aligned Movement of nations, although it remains essentially a one-off
event with no lasting institutional legacy. For Indonesia and other newly
decolonized states in attendance, the conference was a platform for
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anticolonialism and anti-imperialism and for calls for peaceful coexis-
tence between nations (Finnane and McDougall 2010). In effect, it rein-
forced the earlier proclamation by then minister for foreign affairs,
Mohammad Hatta, of Indonesia’s “free and active” foreign policy, which
heralded nonalignment with either US or Soviet interests: “Her indepen-
dent policy keeps her from enmity with either party, preserves her from
the damage to her own interests that would follow from taking sides, and
permits her to be friends with all nations on a basis of mutual respect”
(Hatta 1953). Jamie Mackie described the conference as the “landmark
success story of Sukarno’s commitment to non-alignment,” entrenching
nonalignment as central to Indonesia’s foreign policy position for the next
decade (Mackie 2010, p. 20). In domestic politics, it soon became clear
that the success of the conference and Ali’s leadership of it gave his party,
Partai Nasional Indonesia, a well-timed boost so close to the elections.

Elections. After more than two years of preparations and public education
programs, the first democratic elections were held on September 29,
1955, with more than twenty parties contesting seats in the national par-
liament. In addition to the large national parties, such as the Islamic par-
ties (Nahdlatul Ulama [NU] and Masyumi), the Communist Party (Partai
Komunis Indonesia [PKI]), the Socialist Party (Partai Sosialis Indonesia
[PSI]), and the Indonesian National Party (PNI), there were also region-
ally and ethnically based parties. More than 39 million Indonesians
voted—a 90 percent turnout (Feith 1962, pp. 434—435)—in elections that
were peaceful, with only traces of intimidation by some parties, mostly in
villages where local and religious leaders put pressure on people to vote
along certain lines. By October, the vote count had delivered some sur-
prises for the political elite. Four major parties of significantly different
ideological positions emerged with relatively equal political power. PNI
won 22.3 percent of the vote, Masyumi 20.9 percent, NU 18.4 percent,
and PKI 16.4 percent, which together made up 78 percent of the vote. It
was not entirely unforeseen that the “big four” would win so many votes,
but the very poor showing of some parties, such as PSI, with only 2 per-
cent of the vote, and the Partai Indonesia Raya (Great Indonesia Party
[Parindra]), which had played major roles in revolutionary and early
Republican cabinets, surprised observers (Feith 1962, p. 436).

Following the 1955 elections, the number of parties with representa-
tives in the parliament rose from twenty to twenty-eight. None of the big
four had won enough of the vote to govern outright, so the political situ-
ation remained unchanged, as a coalition needed to be formed to govern.
The parties were riddled with corruption and, with the exception of the
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PKI, were ill disciplined and poorly organized. The elections reinforced
regional divisions between Java and the outer islands as each of the big
four, except for Masyumi, had won over 85 percent of its votes in densely
populated Java, which was then home to two-thirds of Indonesia’s popu-
lation. The election results hardened the three dominant streams of polit-
ical thinking—nationalism, religion (Islam), and socialism. As they had
before the 1955 elections, parliamentary cabinets continued to fall as
coalitions crumbled. Stepping away from his constitutional role, President
Sukarno became increasingly outspoken and critical of parliamentary
democracy, describing it as based upon inherent conflict rather than on
the Indonesian concept of harmony.

Guided Democracy, 1957—-1965

“Guided democracy” was explicitly authoritarian, bringing about a period
of political repression and curbing of the freedom of the media and the
judiciary in Indonesia. The same set of identities and players remained in
place, but they played their roles within a changed set of rules and insti-
tutions. Above it all was Sukarno, with his exclusive ideological goals,
around which the two largest holders of power, the armed forces and the
PKI, vied for his attention, influence, and ultimately, power.

In March 1957, under pressure from the army, the second Ali Sas-
troamidjojo cabinet resigned. Martial law was declared, and the legally
elected parliament was disbanded. In its place Sukarno appointed a
Dewan Nasional (National Council) of forty-one representatives of
functional groups, which he chaired, and a Kabinet Karya (Working
Cabinet) headed by a nonparty independent, Djuanda Kartawidjaja.
Sukarno argued for a system of government that was more authentically
Indonesian. On July 5, 1959, the 1945 constitution was reimposed and
reinterpreted to enable Sukarno to be installed as both head of state and
head of the government, giving him back the power to appoint and dis-
miss cabinet members (Bourchier 2008, p. 100), which the 1950 revi-
sion of the constitution had removed.

Opposition to the president grew on various fronts at home and over-
seas throughout 1957. On November 30, Sukarno survived an assassina-
tion attempt as he was leaving his children’s school, in what came to be
known as the Tjikini Affair. Blame for the attack was leveled at a military
faction sympathetic to rebellious officers in the Sumatran regional com-
mand with links to the Masyumi Party, although this was never proven
(Kahin and Kahin 1995, p. 234). In the US Embassy in Jakarta and the
US State Department, concern was growing about Sukarno’s closeness to
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the strengthening PKI (Kahin and Kahin 1995, pp. 117-118), and at the
United Nations, Indonesia’s claims over West Irian were met with oppo-
sition, as two-thirds of the General Assembly voted against a motion to
support Indonesia’s request that the Dutch negotiate over the territory.
The campaign for West Irian has been described as “peculiarly
Sukarno’s” (Lev 1966, p. 48). Sukarno had warned there would be conse-
quences if the United Nations rejected Indonesia’s claim. Within days of
the vote in the United Nations in November 1957, the army began to
seize Dutch businesses across the country, thereby assuming control of
major economic interests and adding to its own power base. In early
December, the government issued an order expelling 46,000 Dutch
nationals (Lev 1966, p. 49). The takeovers resulted in a further decline in
Indonesia’s economy, but Sukarno and his supporters defended them as
necessary to establish a truly independent nation and economy.

The resource-rich regions of Sumatra and Sulawesi had become
increasingly restive during this period. They did not trust Sukarno and
wanted greater autonomy over their economies at a time of growing
inflation and general economic depression brought on by the poor eco-
nomic policies of the so-called Guided Economy (Thee 2009, pp. 53—
54). In February 1958, leaders from Masyumi and PSI established the
Revolutionary Government of the Republic of Indonesia (Pemerintah
Revolusioner Republik Indonesia [PRRI]) in Padang, West Sumatra,
with Sjafruddin Prawiranegara as prime minister and a cabinet that
included leading politicians and former ministers. They hoped to call
Sukarno’s bluff and force an ultimatum that he dissolve the Kabinet
Karya and install a new cabinet led by Hatta and the sultan of Yogyakarta
until elections could be held; they also wanted to get Sukarno to return
to the presidential powers as defined in the 1950 constitution (Kahin
1999). They were not mounting a rebellion to break up or break away
from the Republic but wanted to force change at its center and turn it
away from authoritarianism (Elson 2008, pp. 195-196). Armed struggle
continued for three years, until the PRRI leaders and soldiers gradually
surrendered between April and September 1961. At about the same
time, there was a rebellion, known as Permesta (Piagam Perjuangan
Semesta [Universal Struggle Charter]), in South Sulawesi, which, like
the Sumatra rebellion, had the support of local military commanders.
The central government reacted emphatically against Permesta, too,
launching attacks on Padang and Manado in quick succession and
crushing Permesta by June 1958.

Both the PRRI and Permesta groups received support from the
United States through covert Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) opera-
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tions that provided military support, arms, and supplies (Kahin and
Kahin 1995). As the Cold War intensified, the United States became con-
cerned about the increasingly autocratic nature of Sukarno’s Guided
Democracy, especially about the increasing role within it of the Indone-
sian Communist Party (Doeppers 1972). Sukarno’s uncompromising
efforts to introduce a traditional and harmonious vision of Indonesia at
the expense of tolerating difference and democracy meant that those
offering alternative understandings of Indonesia, whether they be
Islamists, separatists, or regional dissidents, were left with few options
other than “to go outside the cauldron of parliamentary politics and
adopt confrontationist or violent efforts to achieve their goals” and face
the state’s uncompromising response, which often took the form of vio-
lent retribution (Elson 2008, p. 197).

Over the next few years, Sukarno became more and more autocratic
as he increasingly saw himself at the center of the nation. In 1959, he dis-
solved the Konstituante (Constitutional Assembly), thereby ending any
last semblance of parliamentary democracy in Indonesia. Because of their
part in the rebellions, both Masyumi and PSI were banned in August
1960, and many of their members fled into exile, thus ending any debate
about whether the foundation of the nation should be Pancasila or Islam.
In April 1961, all but ten political parties were dissolved by presidential
order; those remaining were PNI, NU, PKI, Murba, Partai Syarikat Islam
Indonesia (Islamic Union Party [PSII]), Persatuan Tarbiyah Islamiyah
(Perti), Partai Ikatan Pendukung Kemerdekaan Indonesia (IPKI), Partai
Indonesia (Partindo), and two Christian parties. The army supported
Sukarno and Guided Democracy because it eliminated elections, thus
reducing the opportunity for the PKI to make further gains, although
Sukarno continued to engage the PKI to counterbalance the army’s power
(Crouch 1978). For those groups, as Feith (1964) put it, “the triangle
changes shape”; the army had the guns and the PKI could mobilize the
masses, and both looked to Sukarno for support in the hope of becoming
his successor. Meanwhile, Sukarno continued to balance these two forces
until he eventually proved too weak to hold the balance any longer. Led
by Army Chief of Staff General Nasution, Guided Democracy also
marked the beginning of the participation of military officers in civilian
government, which led to the later implementation of the dwifungsi (dual-
function) doctrine. Martial law remained in place for six years, from 1959
to 1965, during which time political activity was limited and the army
became entrenched at the center of the nation’s power.

On Independence Day, August 17, 1959, having dissolved the Kon-
stituante, Sukarno announced to the nation the ideology behind Guided



44 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

Democracy and declared it the path toward the “rediscovery of our revo-
lution.” His speech was elevated into the Manipol USDEK (Political
Manifesto of the Republic), which encompassed the 1945 constitution,
Indonesian socialism, Guided Democracy, Guided Economy, and Indone-
sian identity. Government, schools, and the media were required to adopt
the ideology, and some media organizations that failed to do so were sub-
jected to bans. In a further example of his use of symbols and acronyms,
Sukarno introduced the doctrine of NASAKOM (Nasionalisme, Agama,
Komunisme) in an effort to establish an alliance of communist, Muslim,
and nationalist parties and organizations to counterbalance the military. In
this doctrine, Sukarno was in part reviving an argument he had written
about as a student in the 1920s—that parties based on religious belief,
nationalism, and communism were not incompatible (Mclntyre 2005, p.
72). Commentators have remarked that the requirement to use the vocab-
ulary of this doctrine did more to raise the level of political uncertainty
and anxiety than to convince Indonesians of a truce between these
groups (Cribb 1999, p. 32).

As the nation drifted into radicalism in 1959, hyperinflation was
almost permanent. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there was wide-
spread hunger and malnutrition across the country, largely because of a
shortage in rice and other food supplies, which Pierre van der Eng (2012)
attributed to a complex mix of factors, including drought, but principally
to mismanagement of the logistical agencies. Nationalization of foreign
firms and protectionist policies ruined the export and manufacturing
industries upon which Indonesia relied heavily (Thee 2009, pp. 51-52).
The economic crisis deepened and the rupiah was devalued by 75 percent
in late August 1959 (Crouch 1978). Foreign-owned businesses, which
were at first forced to concede operations by trade union groups with
links to the PKI, were soon brought under the control of the military,
seemingly following a pattern of economic and administrative engage-
ment by the military that had begun in the wake of the regional rebellions.
As the takeover and nationalization of Dutch-owned companies contin-
ued, the government, led by elements within the army, also turned its
focus to ethnic Chinese, who commonly played the role of middleman in
the economy, particularly in the rural areas. The army was empowered by
General Nasution’s instruction on May 12, 1959, for regional command-
ers to impose controls over the residence and movement of foreigners. As
the army expanded its business interests, it sought to dislodge Chinese
and Arab interests. In November 1959, a presidential ruling, Persatuan
Presiden 10 (PP10), was introduced to ban retail trading by “aliens” in
rural areas, requiring ethnic Chinese to move to urban centers, sometimes
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forced to do so by the army (Purdey 2006, p. 11). Consequently, relations
between China and Indonesia weakened, and the Chinese government
sent ships to Indonesia to repatriate those who wished to leave, an offer
accepted by an estimated 199,000 Chinese Indonesians (Coppel 1983).

By 1961, with the PRRI and Permesta rebellions suppressed, the
army was freed up to deal more intensively with another rebellion causing
irritation to the central government—the Darul Islam movement in West
Java. In late 1962, the army captured and executed its leader, Karto-
suwirjo, and effectively ended the movement. Meanwhile, Sukarno drew
military support into his campaign to complete the process of decoloniza-
tion by including West Irian in the Indonesian nation. In his Trikora (Tri
Komando Rakyat [Peoples’ Triple Command]) speech on December 19,
1961, Sukarno announced the escalation of Indonesia’s claims on Papua,
into which there had already been military incursions for some time.
Investment in its military campaigns and in nation-building infrastructure
projects at a time of severe economic crisis meant that Indonesia was
deeply indebted to foreign lenders, especially to the Soviet Union and the
socialist nations of Eastern Europe (Thee 2009, p. 52).! Although Aus-
tralia, the United States, and the United Kingdom backed the Nether-
lands’ claims to West New Guinea, they stopped short of providing mili-
tary support to the Dutch. The United States, hoping to gain concessions
from Sukarno on its anti-communist position, pressured the Dutch to
negotiate a settlement. At the same time, in an effort to balance the scales
and aware of Indonesia’s strategic importance, the United States provided
aid and military training even through the most difficult periods of its
diplomatic relations with Indonesia. On August 15, 1962, the New York
Agreement between Indonesia and the Netherlands, regarding the admin-
istration of West New Guinea, was signed at the United Nations. The ter-
ritory was transferred to Indonesia through a process of temporary UN
administration. President John F. Kennedy, who was closely involved in
the negotiations, agreed to immediately upgrade US economic and mili-
tary aid (US Department of State 1995, p. 294).

Despite his many successes from 1957 into the early 1960s and his
acquisition of all the formal powers of a dictator, Sukarno still did not have
control over the military. Indonesia’s military leaders were largely anti-
communist and, because of their memory of the 1948 Madiun Affair, con-
tinued to consider the PKI dangerous and untrustworthy (Roosa 20006).

The rise of the PKI. The PKI grew steadily as it maintained its support for
Sukarno and Guided Democracy. After winning 6 million votes (16.4
percent of the vote) in the 1955 national and 1957 provincial elections,
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the PKI emerged as a significant and powerful party. Its support was
particularly strong in Java, but it extended its base across the archipel-
ago through membership drives and literacy, education, and publishing
programs. Its rapid growth was also attributable to the active recruit-
ment of women members through its organizations and education pro-
grams and through associated organizations, such as Barisan Tani
Indonesia (Indonesian Peasants Front [BTI]), Sentral Organisasi Buruh
Seluruh Indonesia (Central Labor Organization of the Republic of
Indonesia [SOBSI]), Pemuda Rakyat (People’s Youth), Gerakan Wanita
Indonesia (Indonesian Women’s Movement [Gerwani]), and Lembaga
Kebudayaan Rakyat (Institute for the People’s Culture [Lekra]). By the
end of 1962, the PKI claimed it had over 2 million members (Hindley
1964, p. 101). Sukarno kept the PKI at a slight distance, appointing
party leaders Njoto and Aidit as advisory ministers without portfolio
and outside the inner cabinet in March 1962.

Driven by the dynamics of the Cold War, the Americans and Aus-
tralians became increasingly concerned about the PKI’s strengthening
position in Indonesian politics; it had become the third-largest com-
munist party in the world, after the Chinese and the Soviet parties. As
the United States and Soviet Union competed to expand their spheres
of influence, both took great interest in Indonesia because of its abun-
dant natural resources and its maritime strategic importance. As men-
tioned briefly, following negotiations brokered by the Americans,
including President Kennedy’s brother Robert, the Dutch agreed on
August 15, 1962, to transfer West Irian to an interim UN administra-
tion on October 1, in preparation for handing it over to Indonesia by
May 1, 1963. This was on condition that a popular plebiscite be held
before the end of 1969 to determine whether the inhabitants of West
Irian would remain in Indonesia or seek self-determination.

Even though the negotiations about West Irian’s future were fruitful,
Sukarno managed to isolate Indonesia from both the United States and
the Soviet Union as they proceeded. The United States had been highly
concerned from the early 1960s about Indonesia’s strengthening relations
with the Soviet Union. While he went along with the American-led
negotiations, Sukarno at the same time accepted Soviet military and
operational support for the Indonesian offensive in West Irian from
1960 to 1962 (Easter 2015). Sukarno made no secret of his “playing of
both sides” but rather “played on Washington’s anxieties about the
developing relationship between Indonesia and the USSR” by encourag-
ing American engagement in negotiations to persuade the Dutch to
leave West Irian (Easter 2015, p. 216).
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In 1963, with the West Irian question seemingly settled and Darul
Islam crushed, Sukarno had risen to the status of a “god king” within
Indonesia, despite spiraling inflation and economic crisis bringing per-
sistent food shortages and starvation in some parts of the country (Cop-
pel 1983). Perhaps emboldened by his successes and by the adulation of
his people, but also because he needed to keep the momentum of popu-
lar mobilization generated by the West Irian campaign going, Sukarno
took a further radical turn in his foreign policy. He responded to the for-
mation of Malaysia in September 1963 by criticizing the new federation
for allowing Britain to retain its military bases and announced the
Ganyang Malaysia (Crush Malaysia) campaign on September 23. He
described the confrontation with Malaysia as part of the broad conflict
between new emerging forces and the forces of colonialism, neocolonial-
ism, and imperialism (Nekolim). Diplomatic relations between Malaysia
and Indonesia had been suspended on September 19, and the British
Embassy in Jakarta and other diplomatic buildings were set alight by
crowds of rioters (Mackie 1975).

This radical foreign policy shift coincided with Indonesia’s rejec-
tion of an offer of aid from the United States that was conditional on the
exclusion of PKI from government. This rejection was made in the mid-
dle of an economic crisis aggravated by a poor rice harvest and out-of-
control inflation that grew to 134 percent by 1964. Support for the Kon-
frontasi with Malaysia was strong among the PKI, who saw advantage
in keeping the army preoccupied elsewhere, while the army was simi-
larly aware of the need to be watchful within Indonesia. Thus,
Sukarno’s anti-imperialist policy had the effect of strengthening the par-
ticipation of the left-wing party in domestic politics.

In 1963, the PKI commenced unilateral action to enact land reforms,
seizing land in ways that led to violent conflict with landlords, among
whom were devout Muslims, PNI supporters, civil servants, and army
and NU members. Land was seized in West Java and in East Java,
where the NU youth wing, Gerakan Pemuda Ansor, became heavily
involved in retaliatory measures against the PKI. At the same time, the
Indonesian armed forces were largely unsuccessful in the undeclared
border war with Malaysian, British, and Australian troops. Meanwhile,
on the advice of the Chinese, with whom the PKI had become increas-
ingly close, the PKI backed the establishment of an auxiliary militia for
which civilians, mostly members of PKI organizations, were trained. By
1964-1965, the careful balance that Sukarno had achieved between the
PKI and the army in the early 1960s had given way to a polarization
between the army and anti-communist forces on one side and Sukarno,
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the PKI, and other progressive forces on the other. The discourses of
Sukarno and the PKI had become so alike that it had become difficult to
trace the origin of ideas (Mortimer 1974, p. 91).

In January 1964, President Kennedy made a final attempt to broker
an end to the Malaysia-Indonesia confrontation but failed, with
Sukarno telling the Americans to “go to hell” with their aid offer and
its conditions relating to the PKI. The United States, by this time deeply
engaged in the Vietnam conflict, withdrew from negotiations. Sukarno’s
radical provocations during Konfrontasi had drawn the wrath of both
the United States and the Soviet Union and, in January 1965, when
Malaysia was elected as a nonpermanent member of the UN Security
Council, Indonesia withdrew from the United Nations. Relations with
the United States deteriorated further as Indonesia opposed its military
operations in North Vietnam.

By 1965, Indonesia had shifted its alignment toward communist
China. Formally announced as the “anti-imperialist” Jakarta-Beijing
axis by Sukarno in his speech to the nation on August 17, 1965, the
alliance has been described as “one of the most daring challenges to
global superpower bipolarity during the Cold War” (Schaefer and War-
daya 2013, p. 6). Indonesia’s increasing isolation in the late 1950s to the
mid-1960s had a profound impact on how the West responded, and on
the Soviet Union’s lack of response, to events to come in the years
ahead. In his August 17, 1965, speech, entitled “Reach to the Stars! A
Year of Self-Reliance,” Sukarno belied the reality of the state of the
national economy, which continued to suffer with a decline in export
earnings as prices for Indonesian products stayed low because of
increased competition from palm oil and coffee producers elsewhere in
Asia and in Africa. The cost of living increased by 170 percent in 1962,
119 percent in 1963, 134 percent in 1964, and again by a further 50 per-
cent from January to August 1965 (Survey 1965, p. 6).

The attempted coup and anti-communist purge. In August 1965, at the
age of sixty-four, Sukarno fell ill while on a public outing, heightening
constant speculation about his health and about a possible successor.
Ahead of the mass gathering of troops in Jakarta for Armed Forces Day
on October 5, rumors of a military coup spread through the capital and
beyond, against a backdrop of ongoing economic crisis and the violence
and paranoia between communists and anti-communists.

It has since been revealed that despite the distance between the
United States and Sukarno, the Americans had been working closely
with the Indonesian army throughout 1965 to find a way to defeat the
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PKI (National Security Archive 2017; Schaefer and Wardaya 2013;
Hamilton-Hart 2012; Simpson 2008; Bevins 2017). The army needed a
pretext to launch an offensive against the PKI. In September 1965,
American covert operations helped mount a propaganda campaign to
spread rumors about the possibility of an army coup, hoping to draw the
PKI into making the first move (Roosa 2006). Supported by the army’s
information outlets, including its newspapers, the campaign was effec-
tive. At the end of September, an inner circle of PKI leaders, headed by
Secretary-General Aidit with Kamaruzaman Sjam, came together and
made contact with pro-PKI military men to plan a preemptive strike.
Three military officers were involved—Colonel Latief of the Jakarta
Army Command, Lieutenant Colonel Untung of the Presidential Guard,
and Major Soejono of the Indonesian Air Force. They had only a rela-
tively small number of troops at their command, so some auxiliary PKI
militia with basic military training were brought in. Sjam acted as medi-
ator between the military men and the PKI Special Bureau, and together
they became the Thirtieth of September Movement (hereafter, the
Movement). In the early hours of October 1, the Movement’s troops set
out to abduct seven military leaders, including six generals, among
them General Nasution, and one high-ranking army officer. In what
John Roosa (2006, p. 218) has described as a “botched operation,” three
were shot and killed when they attempted to resist arrest. Nasution was
the only one of the seven who managed to get away, but his daughter
was shot and later died, and his aide was later found murdered along-
side the three others who had been detained. Seven bodies were discov-
ered a few days later in a well at Halim Airbase. The army alleged that
they had been mutilated, although this has never been proven (Pohlman
2015). The Movement took over the national broadcaster Radio Repub-
lik Indonesia on the morning of October 1 and issued a statement that it
had abducted the military leaders in an effort to protect Sukarno from a
coup attempt by the army generals. Later that day, however, in an
entirely contradictory statement, the Movement announced the decom-
missioning of Sukarno’s government and transfer of power to the forty-
five-member Revolutionary Council. PKI leader Aidit fled to Central
Java to garner further support.

Historian Roosa (2006) has concluded that the divergence from the
first statement arose because of a breakdown in the tripartite structure
of the groups involved. The military members were on one side, the
political grouping on the other, with Sjam as negotiator in between.
When Sukarno heard of the abduction and killing of the generals on the
morning of October 1, he sent word to those involved that they should
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desist. However, because of their disjointed alliance, it appears that by
afternoon the political side had decided that it would resist Sukarno’s
directive, while the military side capitulated.

The head of Kostrad (Komando Strategis Angkatan Darat [Army
Strategic Command]), Major General Suharto, stepped in as interim
commander of the armed forces, replacing the slain General Yani, and
launched a counterattack. It is possible that Suharto knew of the plans
of his old friend Latief, Untung, and his fellow officers but chose not to
intervene to stop them. Roosa (2006) concluded that there is, however,
no evidence that Suharto had any hand in instigating the Movement.
Within twenty-four hours, the armed forces had put down the Move-
ment in Jakarta, and a few days later, in Central Java.

In the wake of the Movement, the anti-communist elements within
the army had the pretext they needed to launch an assault on the commu-
nists and their sympathizers, and ultimately on Sukarno. Assisted by
American and British covert operations that had been under way for
almost a year, on October 2 the army closed down pro-PKI and pro-
Sukarno newspapers and embarked on a propaganda campaign using its
own newspapers and issuing threats to other news outlets to warn them
against publishing any stories critical of the anti-PKI campaign as these
would be taken as evidence that they too were communists (Roosa 2006,
p- 38; McGregor 2007). An anti-PKI movement was mobilized very rap-
idly that moved to shut down the PKI and its affiliated organizations,
driving the PKI leadership underground. Meanwhile, Sukarno devolved
powers to Suharto, who refused to step down from the position he had
assumed on General Yani’s death in spite of Sukarno’s directive to do so.
Soon after October 1, violence ensued in some parts of Indonesia, spread-
ing to other parts months later, which indicated that it was not the sponta-
neous violence of enraged mobs but the result of a systematic spread
involving the police and military. Anti-communist groups helped these
forces round up suspected Communists, putting them in prison and deten-
tion camps. A pattern of significant periods in detention, which included
torture, starvation, and forced labor, followed, before executions that
were usually secret and late at night. Not until the end of authoritarian
rule three decades later in 1998 were the mass graves of those executed
discovered and their stories told by eyewitnesses.

An estimated 500,000 to 1 million people were killed between late
1965 and 1967 in what scholars and legal experts argue amounts to
genocide (McGregor, Melvin, and Pohlman 2018, p. 12). Western gov-
ernments, including the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia,
knew a great deal about the killings and, through their silence and
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sometimes their actions, in effect supported them. American historian
Bradley Simpson (2013, p. 51) claims that “the US responded enthusi-
astically to the mass murders in Indonesia.” Some historians argue that
the scale of the killings was in large part due to external factors, such as
Indonesia’s desire to win the support of the United States and other
Western powers, including Australia, by proving that Indonesian leaders
were truly anti-communist and, therefore, worthy of promised and
prized American aid and investment (Simpson 2008).

Throughout this period, the military and police, often with the help
of civilian militia, arrested suspected Communists for direct or indirect
involvement in the attempted coup. The military described this as an
“annihilation operation,” the purpose of which was to seize state power
and eliminate its political rival, the PKI (Melvin 2018, pp. 51-52).
Among those arrested were teachers who were members of the PKI-
aligned teachers union, women who were members of Gerwani, BTI
members, students, academics, and artists, none of whom had any
knowledge of the PKI’s political operations or of the attempted coup. In
Bali, North Sumatra, East Indonesia, and Central Java, the detention and
disappearance of suspects were carried out in a campaign of fear and
terror mounted by the army’s propaganda machine, which made up sto-
ries about the coup, including about the mutilation and torture of the
generals by Gerwani and Pemuda Rakyat members. The stories, as
Annie Pohlman (2015, p. 7) writes, were taken as evidence of PKI’s
“immorality, savagery and godlessness.” The army, police, and co-opted
civilians created fabricated reports of death lists and graves dug in readi-
ness, which fed the image of the PKI as a dangerous enemy. A particu-
larly strong theme within this propaganda was the involvement of Ger-
wani in the violence at Lubang Buaya, including acts of sexual violence
on the generals (Wieringa 1998). Most of the arrests and killings
occurred between October 1965 and March 1966, in Bali, Central and
East Java, and North Sumatra and Aceh; there were also some in other
parts of Indonesia, including East Nusa Tenggara. Arrests and detention
without trial continued into the 1970s. Crimes against humanity commit-
ted in this period include murder, sexual assault, torture, disappearances,
and forced labor. An estimated 600,000—750,000 political prisoners were
detained for periods of up to fourteen years, many of them on the prison
island, Buru, where they were kept as slaves for the duration of their
imprisonment (Hedman 2008, p. 14; Kahin 2015, p. 461).

The legitimacy of the New Order government, formally installed in
March 1967 when Suharto replaced Sukarno as acting president, was
based upon the mass killings and purges and the stigmatization of the left
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across all facets of Indonesian politics and culture (Heryanto 2006). His-
torians and anthropologists argue that the existence of the regime was in
large part predicated on perpetuating the threat of a communist resur-
gence in Indonesia, however unlikely it might have been. To ensure this,
the official narrative of the Thirtieth of September Movement was writ-
ten into Indonesian history books, and any alternative narrative was pro-
hibited for the duration of the New Order and beyond (McGregor 2007).

By February 1966, it was clear that the removal of the PKI from the
political constellation shifted the balance of power in the army’s favor. In
a last-ditch effort to cling to his power and Guided Democracy in Febru-
ary 1966, Sukarno reshuffled his cabinet, removing Nasution as defense
minister. Nasution, who was close to Suharto, was defiant. Meanwhile,
the army-backed student organization Kesatuan Aksi Mahasiswa Indone-
sia (KAMI), and later Kesatuan Aksi Pelajar Pemuda Indonesia (KAPPI),
held mass demonstrations calling for Sukarno to face trial alongside the
Thirtieth of September Movement members and step down. On March 11,
1966, as demonstrators threatened to close in on the presidential palace,
Sukarno was forced to flee Jakarta. Then, Sukarno followed his carefully
constructed plan and handed over full authority for Indonesia’s govern-
ment and security to Suharto, through an executive order known as
Supersemar (Surat Perintah Sebelas Maret [Order of the Eleventh of
March]). Sukarno was stripped of his “President for Life” title, the PKI
was banned, as was the Indonesian Chinese party, Badan Permusjawaratan
Kewarganegaraan Indonesia (Indonesian Citizenship Consultative Coun-
cil [Baperki]), and Marxism, and the government was purged of those
loyal to Sukarno. A new cabinet was installed led by Suharto, with Sultan
Hamengkubuwana IX as minister for economic affairs and Adam Malik
as minister for foreign affairs. Diplomatic relations with China were sus-
pended as Indonesia sought to realign its foreign policy to the West, so
that it could attract desperately needed emergency credit and aid. The new
anti-communist New Order regime was immediately more attractive to
the United States and Japan, and aid quickly followed. In April 1966,
Indonesia rejoined the United Nations. Confrontation with Malaysia was
brought to an end, with Suharto sending a goodwill delegation to
Malaysia in May. On August 8, 1967, Indonesia established the Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) with Malaysia, Singapore,
Thailand, and the Philippines, establishing its secretariat in Jakarta, pro-
moting economic development through regional integration, and agreeing
not to intervene in the domestic affairs of other members.

Indonesia accepted Western demands to implement economic
reform measures in exchange for a gradual debt repayment plan. The
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economy reopened to foreign investment, allowing British and Ameri-
cans to return and reclaim companies seized from them. Thus, the gov-
ernment intervened in the economy more actively, doing such things as
removing subsidies on gasoline, which led to a steep price increase, and
clamping down on monopolies held by private enterprises, especially in
rice milling, in which ethnic Chinese business was prominent. Legisla-
tion was also introduced in 1966 banning the use of Chinese characters
and language and promoting measures that required Chinese names be
changed to Indonesian ones (Coppel 1983). On March 12, 1967, the
Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat Sementara (Provisional People’s Con-
sultative Assembly [MPRS]) stripped Sukarno of all his powers and
titles and appointed Suharto as acting president. Pancasila was declared
the only state ideology. Sukarno remained under de facto house arrest
until his death in June 1970.

Suharto’s New Order, 1966—1998

On March 27, 1968, Suharto was officially sworn in as Indonesia’s sec-
ond president. In June he established his first Development Cabinet,
making it clear that he would initially concentrate his efforts as leader on
developing Indonesia. Suharto was very different from Sukarno. He had
no education beyond high school and had been raised in a traditional
Javanese household. His priority was to achieve stability, politically by
dismantling the left and economically through reforms that targeted
growth. Among his key advisers were economists who had studied in
American institutions, known as the Berkeley Mafia, but exiles of the
PRRI rebellion were also in the first cabinet, including Sumitro Djojo-
hadikusumo, principal interlocutor with the Americans during the PRRI
insurgency, who returned from exile to become minister of trade. This
team of economists put together the first Five Year Plan, which was
issued in 1969 and was intended to improve agricultural production and
provide cheap food. With the help of foreign aid from the United States
and Japan, the government also engaged in rapid infrastructure develop-
ment, the effects of which were noticeable as soon as 1970. It encom-
passed significant investment in boosting rice self-sufficiency for
Indonesia, through what has been called the Green Revolution, which
involved the use of fertilizers and pesticides. Suharto also reached out to
ethnic Chinese businessmen, including Bob Hasan and others, known
as cukong, who worked closely with his government to build their busi-
ness interests in a deeply symbiotic process of personal enrichment, but
which contributed to a pillar of the regime’s legitimacy—economic
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development. It was not long before an anti-corruption team, led by for-
mer prime minister Wilopo and including Hatta, reported that corruption
was rife throughout the military and bureaucracy. The president’s own
family was suspected of corruption, as investigations of the business
activities of Suharto’s wife, Ibu Tien Suharto, had raised suspicions.
The team’s report elicited no response from the government.

As well as courting ethnic Chinese business conglomerates for
assistance with his economic agenda, Suharto’s government had what it
called a “Chinese Problem.” Indonesia’s relationship with China was
fraught because of the government’s strong anti-communist stance and
because of China’s response to the mass killings and suspected geno-
cide of ethnic Chinese. The Indonesian government was torn on this
issue but eventually implemented a raft of discriminatory laws against
ethnic Chinese, which forced a program of assimilation and erasure of
their ethnicity while also highlighting their difference and keeping this
group of economic middlemen structurally vulnerable and dependent on
the regime (Heryanto, 2006; Purdey 2006, pp. 20-21).

When he assumed power, Suharto had promised elections in 1968,
but these were delayed in the interests of ensuring political stability as
the economic programs were rolled out. Indonesia’s second general
elections were held on July 3, 1971, in what was a watershed occasion
for the future of Suharto’s regime. With these elections, the New Order
regime “abandoned the rhetoric of popular democracy” once and for all
(Cribb and Kahin 2004, p. 298), after which the strong role of the mil-
itary and political repression were cemented within a patrimonial sys-
tem. Before the election, the government mandated that all government
employees, including the military, must be fully loyal to the govern-
ment and have no affiliations with any political party. They were
strongly encouraged to join Golkar (Golongan Karya [Functional
Groups]), formed in October 1964 by army leaders as a coordinating
body that became a federation of anti-communist social organizations.
In 1967, the government announced that Golkar would become the
regime’s parliamentary party (Cribb and Kahin 2004, p. 1616) and thus
would “serve as the electoral vehicle of the authoritarian regime”
(Tomsa 2007, p. 77).

The outcome of the 1971 election reflected the political repression
following the decimation of the PKI and pro-Sukarno parties. Golkar
won 65.6 percent of the seats in parliament, NU 18.7 percent, and PNI
only 6.9 percent (Ward 1974). The government took these results as con-
firmation of its plan to do away with the old parties altogether and
restricted the number of parties to three, forcing all Islamic parties to
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amalgamate within the Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (Development
Unity Party [PPP]) and all nationalist, secular, and Christian parties in
Partai Demokrasi Indonesia (Indonesian Democratic Party [PDI]).
Golkar was the third party and would remain the largest party throughout
the New Order, winning every general election between 1977 and 1997.

Over the next decade, the Suharto government continued to restrict
political freedoms and silence its critics as it progressed through its
development agenda. The oil boom of the early 1970s, precipitated by
the Arab-Israeli war of October 1973, saw the oil price jump 430 per-
cent between 1972 and 1974, causing the percentage of oil in the total
value of Indonesia’s exports to increase from 30 percent in 1966 to 74
percent in 1974. The boom in the oil price was timely, as public concern
about the growth in foreign investment, particularly among indigenous
(pribumi) businesses, grew. The oil boom meant that the government no
longer needed to rely so much on foreign investment to fund its second
Five Year Development Plan (1974-1979) and to implement programs
to assist pribumi entrepreneurs, subsidies, and social programs.

Total foreign investment approved between 1967 and 1972 was just
over $2 billion, with a significant percentage of this coming in the last
two years of this period. Compared with neighboring countries, this
level of foreign direct investment was not particularly high, but the
speed with which it was appearing, particularly in Jakarta, was noted by
analysts at the time; Jakarta was “taking on the appearance of a trans-
formed city. Multistory hotels are reaching into the sky, new markets
and wider roads are being built” (Survey 1972).

In January 1974, a visit by Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka of Japan
incited large demonstrations dubbed Malapetaka Januari (January Dis-
aster). Led mostly by students, the demonstrators were protesting the
dominance of foreign investment in the Indonesian economy, but more
generally, they were also against corruption within the bureaucracy, the
military, and the government. The government responded with mass
arrests and a further crackdown on freedoms of speech, the press, and
association as it shut down media organizations and detained their edi-
tors and the student leaders of the protests. The effect of the crackdown
was to reduce critical comment in the publications that survived to its
lowest level since Sukarno’s last years.

Deepening Authoritarianism

In April 1974, the left-wing Movimento das Forcas Armadas (Por-
tuguese Armed Forces Movement [MFA]) in the Portuguese army
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launched a military coup against the Estado Novo government, placing
power in the hands of a military junta that announced Portugal’s inten-
tion to withdraw from its possessions in Africa and Asia, including East
Timor. The eastern half of the island of Timor had become Portuguese
in 1859 following the signing of the Treaty of Lisbon by Portugal and
the Netherlands. From 1942 to 1945, East Timor was occupied by the
Japanese but was returned to Portuguese authority at the end of World
War II. After the coup d’état in Lisbon, East Timor declared its inde-
pendence from Portugal on November 28, 1975, as the Democratic
Republic of East Timor. Consistent with its anti-communist stance and
wanting to suppress the leftist Fretilin Party (Frente Revolucionaria de
Timor-Leste Independente [Revolutionary Front for an Independent
East Timor]) from leading the fledgling republic and to quell potential
secessionist movements in its own separatist provinces, Indonesia sent
its army to invade East Timor on December 7, 1975, annexing it as the
twenty-seventh province of the Republic of Indonesia. Twenty-four
years of military occupation followed, during which East Timorese
resistance groups fought a guerrilla war in which they were vastly out-
numbered and underresourced. Deaths related to the conflict have been
estimated at between 102,800 and 200,000 during the Indonesian occu-
pation. In addition to murder, other crimes committed by the Indonesian
armed forces against pro-independence activists and their suspected
supporters were torture, sexual violence, and disappearances (van der
Wolf, Tofan, and de Ruiter 2011).

Every year, the Indonesian occupation of East Timor was raised at
the United Nations, as advocates for its independence fought to keep it
on the agenda. The United States and Australia, along with other states,
sided with the Indonesians. Australia was the only Western country to
recognize Indonesia’s annexation of East Timor, formally in 1978 by the
government of Malcolm Fraser, following the support in 1974 and 1975
of the Gough Whitlam government. Australia’s position was in keeping
with the foreign policy stance it took on Papua in 1961 and consistent
with its view that it was undesirable to support small unviable states
close to its borders (Chauvel 2015). Australia’s decision to support
Indonesia’s annexation of East Timor persisted throughout its negotia-
tions with Indonesia over seabed boundaries in the Timor Sea and
potential oil reserves within them (McGrath 2016; Stepan 1990), which
culminated in the signing of the Timor Gap Treaty between Australia
and Indonesia on December 11, 1989.

For two decades of New Order rule, political and human rights and
freedoms were repressed while Indonesia remained in the grip of mili-
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tary control. Secessionist movements in Aceh, West Papua, and East
Timor were violently put down and access to these regions was severely
restricted. In late 1979, 10,000 political prisoners were released but
continued to be stigmatized; many of them were unable to work, and
they and their family members were kept out of government jobs. Some
PKI members were not executed until August 1985 (Setiawan 2004).

Underpinning the authoritarian regime were relatively steady eco-
nomic growth and government social programs linking citizenship
with loyalty to the New Order through an indoctrination process that
promoted Pancasila as the state’s political ideology (Morfit 1981).
Nevertheless, resistance to the regime persisted, often with dire conse-
quences for those involved. In 1980, the Petition of Fifty, a significant
statement of opposition to New Order Indonesia signed by fifty retired
generals, former politicians, intellectuals, lawyers, and students, brought
together several streams of dissent (Bourchier 1987). Dissent had built
throughout the 1970s as Suharto sought to further strengthen the
army’s role in politics and demonstrated no intention of easing restric-
tions on political freedoms imposed after 1965. The press was banned
from reporting on the petition and, despite their high profile, its signa-
tories were subjected to harassment, including death threats, bashings,
and close surveillance.

Dissenters whose voices were suppressed inside Indonesia fre-
quently sought channels outside the country to broadcast their protest.
Revelations of the Suharto family’s extensive fortune by Sydney Morn-
ing Herald journalist David Jenkins in April 1986 caused a major crisis
in Australia-Indonesia relations but allowed knowledge of their corrup-
tion, known within Indonesia for some time, to spread to the outside
world (Hill 2007, p. 154). Like other foreigners critical of the govern-
ment, including many academics and journalists, Jenkins was blacklisted
from entering Indonesia. Indonesian dissent, whether from students,
urban poor, Muslims, labor activists, or environmentalists, was met with
threats and violence. On November 11, 1991, at least 250 East Timorese
were killed by Indonesian military at Dili’s Santa Cruz cemetery. Cover-
age of the killings by foreign journalists and of the death of a foreigner
in the shooting reached a worldwide audience, resulting in significant
international pressure on the Indonesian government. In 1993, under
growing international pressure because of Indonesia’s military occupa-
tion of East Timor and human rights abuse in general (identified in UN
Human Rights Commission Resolution 1993/97), Suharto established the
Komisi Nasional Hak Asasi Manusia (National Commission on Human
Rights [Komnas HAM]) in Presidential Decree No. 50 of 1993.
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Fall of the New Order

Late in 1997, the Asian economic crisis deepened, precipitating a consid-
erable fall in the value of the rupiah and sharp rises in food and fuel prices
in Indonesia. Food riots and other violence broke out across the archipel-
ago in early 1998 as opposition to the government mounted. The crisis
struck at the very heart of the New Order’s legitimacy—its ability to sus-
tain economic growth. As the time approached for Suharto to renew his
presidency for another five-year term to start on March 20, 1998, opposi-
tion groups became increasingly vocal in calling for his resignation. In
February, students and activists from universities and labor unions were
kidnapped and held without charge by the Indonesian Army Special Forces
Command (Kopassus), led by Lieutenant General Prabowo Subianto,
Suharto’s son-in-law and son of Sumitro Djojohadikusumo. Many of them
disappeared without trace. Meanwhile, the government sought to divert
responsibility for the economic crisis to the ethnic Chinese minority,
which for a long time had been the middlemen in the economy. As the
government’s campaign to make them the scapegoats for the crisis took
hold at the end of 1997 into early 1998, the businesses of ethnic Chinese
were attacked in local food riots, especially in Java (Purdey 2006).

Successful in his efforts to shut down any opposition to his power,
Suharto was reappointed president for a sixth five-year term. It appeared
that Suharto would keep his iron grip on power and the resilience of his
authoritarian regime would persist for the foreseeable future (Crouch
2010, p. 4). Nonetheless, although few had predicted it in the preceding
months, by May 1998, a combination of an internal fracturing of the
regime led by the elite, the effects of the Asian economic crisis, and vio-
lent social unrest had brought about the fall of Suharto. Fractures and
tensions among the elite within the corridors of power had been brewing
for some time and came to a head in the chaotic events on the streets of
Jakarta and other Indonesian cities in the middle of May. Action was
eventually taken to remove the president, whose dictatorship had left lit-
tle room for anyone else to express power, by a growing number of peo-
ple who were fearful for their own survival and also of the nation’s sur-
vival (Aspinall 2005a, p. 4; Crouch 2010, p. 4).

By early May 1998, members of the growing opposition movement,
made up largely of student groups and elements of civil society, were
protesting regularly on campuses across the country. The student protesters
soon began to leave their campuses and took to the streets, where they
faced heavy-handed police action and frequent violence that reached fever
pitch on May 13, when Jakarta police opened fire on unarmed students at
Trisakti University, killing four and injuring dozens more as they retreated.
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In the days that followed, students occupied the national parliament build-
ings in the nation’s capital. Other major cities, including Jakarta Solo,
Surabaya, and Medan, were rocked by rioting that claimed an estimated
thousand lives in violence that included unprecedented levels of gang rape
and sexual assault (Purdey 2006). For more than two days, the military
and police were strangely absent from the streets of these cities, as crowds
of men, some of whom the government’s investigation later described as
military-like in appearance and behavior, ran riot, targeting in particular
the property, homes, cars, and businesses of ethnic Chinese Indonesians.
Of the 100 victims of sexual assault, including gang rape, ethnic Chinese
women were a large percentage. The riots shocked the nation and the inter-
national community alike, and independent investigations later concluded
that they were a systematic effort by the government and military forces to
destabilize the country and use the resultant instability as a pretext for
tightening its grip and quelling dissent. A decisive and critical split within
elite political circles eventually convinced Suharto that he had to step
down. He resigned as president on May 21, 1998, appointing his minister
for technology and protégé, B. J. Habibie, in his place. Although Suharto
and a few others had handed over their power, there was little change in
who held power, and, in the absence of a cohesive opposition movement
to step up and bring real change, the new Habibie government carried over
much from the previous regime (Crouch 2010, p. 4).

For more than three decades of New Order rule, Indonesia had had a
politically authoritarian government supported by military repression of
any opposition and dissent. There had been significant economic growth,
with an annual rate of 7 percent recorded, which had supported an
expansion of the middle class, urbanization, and improvements in educa-
tion and health. Yet cronyism and nepotism in government and business
led to deeper corruption, patronage, and a system of sultanistic oli-
garchies with the Suharto family at its center (Winters 2011; Hadiz
2003). The networks of patrimonialism and corruption reached deep into
the armed forces, the police, and all levels of the civil service. Because
much of the New Order regime remained intact after the fall of Suharto
on May 21, 1998, meeting the expectations and hopes of the pro-democ-
racy protesters who took to the streets and celebrated his resignation
euphorically that day would not be straightforward.

Note

1. By the end of 1965, Indonesia’s foreign debt had reached almost US$2.4 bil-
lion (around 25 percent of its GDP), 60 percent of which was owed to socialist coun-
tries, including US$990 million to the Soviet Union (Thee 2009, p. 52).
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Political Reforms
After 1998

WHEN PRESIDENT SUHARTO WAS FORCED TO RESIGN IN MAY 1998
in the face of escalating popular protests and the desertion of key allies,
few of the dictator’s closest associates went with him. Upon his resig-
nation, Suharto handed power to his trusted protégé, Vice President B.
J. Habibie, next in line for the presidency under the Indonesian constitu-
tion. Habibie retained twenty-two of Suharto’s thirty-nine cabinet minis-
ters, seventeen of them in the same positions they had occupied prior to
Suharto’s resignation. The armed forces commander also remained in
place. Beyond the executive arm of government, the national legisla-
ture—the People’s Representative Assembly (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat
[DPR])—was untouched, with four-fifths of the seats in the 500-member
body controlled either by the Suharto regime party Golkar (325 seats) or
occupied by military appointees (seventy-five seats). Outside of formal
politics, the large-scale business interests, having become enriched
through their close connections to power under Suharto, also managed
to reconstitute themselves anew in the democratic era. The protest
movement that had precipitated Suharto’s fall thus found itself largely
excluded from the design of democratic reforms, which would instead
be steered by leaders drawn from the authoritarian regime (Malley
2009, p. 137; Horowitz 2013).

Such continuities should not distract us from the fundamental trans-
formation of Indonesia’s polity after Suharto’s fall from centralized
authoritarian to decentralized democratic governance, a transformation
that commenced almost as soon as Suharto’s decades of dictatorial rule
ended, ushering in the so-called Reform era or reformasi. Over the
course of Habibie’s eighteen months in power, his government passed
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fifty laws, almost half as many as had been enacted across the preceding
three decades of authoritarian rule (Anwar 2010a; Crouch 2010). In par-
ticular, Habibie’s government established competitive elections and a
democratic party system, initiated decentralization reforms to reverse
the extreme centralization of power under Suharto, and began the
process of establishing civilian supremacy over the military, which had
dominated the Suharto regime. Far-reaching constitutional change to
entrench these reforms in the nation’s most fundamental source of law
commenced immediately upon the end of Habibie’s time as president.

This seeming paradox—a fundamental transformation of the insti-
tutions of Indonesia’s political system despite the carryover of many
authoritarian-era personnel—continues to shape Indonesian politics as
of 2019. It has seen Indonesia tread a middle path between the aspira-
tions of some activists for comprehensive liberal democratic reform and
the ambitions of some of these Suharto-era holdovers to engineer a
reversion to authoritarianism.

Early Continuities and Rapid Reforms

Suharto’s surrender of power to B. J. Habibie gained sufficient public
legitimacy to succeed because of an absence of viable alternatives. The
transfer of power to the new Habibie government nevertheless split the
anti-Suharto protest movement, which demobilized rapidly. A section
of the student protest movement that had precipitated Suharto’s fall
remained implacably opposed to Habibie as an authoritarian holdover,
but this diffuse protest movement had not agreed upon either a workable
alternative form of government or an obvious alternative leadership can-
didate. Under such circumstances, the movement split, with many opting
to wait and see how Habibie would perform as president.

Also important, the protest movement lacked the support of the
“semi-oppositional” figures of the New Order era who would go on to
occupy the chief posts of democratic politics. Their interests lay in an
orderly transition to the competitive electoral politics that they were
poised to dominate, rather than more revolutionary political change.
Aspinall (2005a, pp. 6-7) dubs these figures the “semi-opposition”
because they worked within the authoritarian regime’s formal structures,
embracing compromise and using “regime language and ideological for-
mulas to argue for political change.” Their ranks included Abdurrahman
Wahid and Megawati Sukarnoputri, the next two presidents to follow
Habibie. Wahid, president from 1999 until his impeachment in 2001,
headed Indonesia’s largest Islamic organization, Nahdlatul Ulama, from
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1984 until 1999. As chairperson, he allowed the regime party Golkar to
corral votes from NU for the 1997 elections, and in 1998 publicly called
for an end to protests in the final days of Suharto’s rule, although he had
privately advised the dictator to resign (Aspinall 2005a, p. 234).
Megawati Sukarnoputri, daughter of founding president Sukarno, served
as vice president to Wahid, replacing him upon his impeachment in 2001
and holding office until her defeat in Indonesia’s first direct presidential
election in 2004. She became a broader symbol of opposition to Suharto
after his regime arranged her ousting from the PDI chairmanship in
1996, but she maintained caution and provided no clear direction to her
supporters, even as they grew more numerous and vocal. It would not be
until the election of Joko Widodo as president in 2014 that Indonesia
would be governed by a figure drawn from outside the Suharto regime
establishment or its semi-opposition.

Contemporary observers note that many Indonesians saw Habibie
only as an interim president. Reflecting this mood, some government
officials opted merely to paper over “vice” on their previous official por-
trait of Habibie as vice president, Adrian Vickers (2013, p. 212) recounts,
rather than purchasing a new official photograph. Habibie, however,
aspired to rule for much longer. He thus immediately set about imple-
menting previously antithetical political reforms, in the hope of carving
out a modicum of democratic legitimacy (Crouch 2010). Although his
government’s reforms were “drastic policy reversals” compared to previ-
ous governance arrangements (Crouch 2010, p. 334), Habibie’s personal
commitment to democratic reforms was partial. Habibie’s reforms were
not a “gift from an enlightened leader”; his government initially proposed
to reserve almost one-third of the seats in a new People’s Consultative
Assembly (Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat [MPR]) for appointed loyal-
ists, which would have effectively guaranteed his reelection as president
(Robison and Hadiz 2004, p. 176). He also resisted calls to prosecute his
predecessor, Suharto, which is indicative of his continuing personal loy-
alty to the former president (Anwar 2010a).

Nevertheless, in the first weeks of his presidency, Habibie revoked
several of the most visible pillars of authoritarianism (Crouch 2010, p.
27). Among other measures, he began the release of political prisoners,
announced that restrictions on a free press would soon be relaxed, permit-
ted banned publications to return to print, and foreshadowed amendment
of the antisubversion law, a key tool of repression. The next key milestone
in his program of reform was a November 1998 special session of the
MPR, which set a timetable for fresh elections in June 1999 and for a
staged drawdown of military representation in the legislature. This session
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also established a two-term limit for the president and vice president,
cleared the way for constitutional change without the need for a referen-
dum, and foreshadowed decentralization of the political system, which
was subsequently achieved through regional autonomy legislation in 1999
(Anwar 2010a; Robison and Hadiz 2004, p. 181). These areas of reform
are seen as the key enduring achievements of the Habibie government. So,
too—at least outside Indonesia—is the Habibie government’s referendum
for East Timor in 1999, in which the territory opted for independence.
Each area of reform is covered in greater detail below. Despite the major
political reforms that his government introduced, Habibie’s personal ambi-
tions to retain the presidency were to be dashed. He lost the support of his
party during the October 1999 MPR session that would elect a new pres-
ident, and he eventually withdrew from the race (Crouch 2000, p. 119).
Ultimately, the Habibie presidency was ambiguous in its impact. His
administration undoubtedly laid the initial foundations for a more com-
petitive democratic polity (Crouch 2010). But his government’s accom-
modation of old interests also set the stage for their enduring influence
throughout the democratic era (Robison and Hadiz 2004, p. 256).

Key Early Reforms:
Elections, Decentralization, Civil-Military Relations

The three most important areas of reform initiated under the Habibie
government are discussed below. The separation of East Timor, also ini-
tiated under Habibie but finalized under his successor, Abdurrahman
Wabhid, is discussed later in the chapter in the context of a set of large-
scale intercommunal and ethnonationalist conflicts that accompanied
Indonesia’s democratic transition.

Elections and the Party System

The Indonesian national legislature that served during the Habibie period
had been elected in 1997 under the Suharto regime’s highly undemocra-
tic restrictions on political activities. Only three regime-approved parties
were able to contest elections, and the two opposition parties faced vet-
ting of their candidates and prohibitions on village-level political activ-
ity, among other controls. The regime’s own electoral vehicle, Golkar,
thus dominated the national and most local legislatures, alongside mili-
tary appointees. The fresh elections held on June 7, 1999, swept away
this system. Forty-eight parties qualified to contest the elections, out of
around 200 that initially registered, twenty-one of which gained seats in



Political Reforms After 1998 65

the DPR. Golkar and the military had controlled 400 of 500 seats in the
1997 DPR, but now they held just 158 seats following the election
(King 2000; National Democratic Institute for International Affairs
[NDI] 1999). International observers concluded that the voting had been
fairly conducted, with only a post-hoc change to seat allocation rules
that saw a handful of seats switch between parties attracting significant
criticism (NDI 1999). Along with 135 regional representatives chosen
by provincial parliaments and sixty-five functional group representa-
tives chosen by the electoral commission, these newly elected members
then convened in November 1999 to elect a new president, choosing
Abdurrahman Wahid, the head of Nahdlatul Ulama.

New laws on political parties, elections, and the composition of the
DPR and MPR were drafted, debated, and finalized over the course of
just five months ahead of these 1999 elections (King 2000, p. 90).
Unsurprisingly, in light of this haste, Indonesia has continued to tinker
with its electoral system ahead of each subsequent election. Neverthe-
less, the 1999 election established several features of the party system
that persist as of this writing.

First, the elections produced a national legislature not dominated by
any single party. Ostensibly, reformers within the government wished to
avoid this outcome, guided by the experience of the 1955 elections,
which had produced a fractious parliament divided among twenty-eight
parties (King 2000, p. 92). But proposals that might have produced a
more consolidated legislature—a high electoral threshold to compete in
subsequent elections, and plurality-based district electorates for most
DPR seats—were rejected (King 2000, pp. 92, 101-103). In the event,
Megawati Sukarnoputri’s Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan
(Indonesian Democratic Struggle Party [PDI-P]) won the highest share
of the vote in 1999, at 34 percent, a figure no party has approached
since. The DPR has indeed become more fragmented over time. PDI-P
again won a plurality in the 2014 elections, with just 19 percent of the
vote, as one of ten parties to gain seats. In 2019, the party gained its
third plurality, with just over 19 per cent of the vote, in a nine party leg-
islature. The fragmented composition of the DPR has led every presi-
dent to amalgamate an almost incoherently broad range of interests
within his or her government, in what are called rainbow coalitions
(Diamond 2009; Sherlock 2009). Indeed, this practice has become so
commonplace that it could be argued to reflect a norm of broad inclu-
sion that resonates both with elites and with voters.

Second, all parties in the 1999 elections were national parties. In
1999, parties were required to have offices in one-third of provinces and



66 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

one-half of the districts and municipalities in those provinces (King
2000, p. 91), in measures designed to exclude local or ethnic parties and
thus decrease the risk of national disintegration. Although early fears
about Indonesia’s viability as a unitary political entity proved to be mis-
placed, a requirement for national representation remains in place.!
Similarly, Indonesia’s directly elected president must obtain a majority
of the vote nationally, and at least 20 percent in one-half of Indonesia’s
provinces, otherwise a second-round runoff is held.

Third, much as the newly competitive party and electoral system
fractured Golkar’s dominance, the three authoritarian-era parties
remained key players. Golkar, the PDI-P, and the Partai Persatuan Pem-
bangunan (Development Unity Party [PPP]) garnered a remarkable 67
percent of the vote in the 1999 elections. These three parties continue
to win a significant if decreasing share of votes, capturing 36 percent
among them in 2019. Golkar’s overall share of the vote may have
dropped precipitously in 1999 to 22 percent, but this still gave the
regime party the second-highest vote tally by a considerable distance,
with no other party exceeding 13 percent. PDI-P and Golkar have in
fact ranked first and second in three of the five postauthoritarian elec-
tions, and have both been among the top three parties for all of these
elections, underlining the advantage they have derived from their long-
standing lineage. The thirty-eight military appointees in the 1999
national legislature (reduced by one-half from seventy-five in 1997)
were another continuity with the authoritarian era. The military bloc
was abolished altogether in the national legislature in 2004, and in
local legislatures starting in 2009.

Fourth, Islamic parties received only minority support, even
though Muslims compose almost 90 percent of the population in
Indonesia. Islamic parties received 38 percent of the vote in 1999, a
figure they equaled in 2004 but have not exceeded as of 2019. The
ideological position of these parties varies regarding Islam, as will be
covered in Chapter 5.

Decentralization

Suharto’s regime was highly centralized. The national government con-
trolled most government revenue, and the primary role of local govern-
ments was to implement policy decisions taken in Jakarta, for which
they received earmarked funds. The central government also retained
final say in the selection of local heads of government, many of whom
were active military officers stationed in the outer islands. With the end
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of authoritarianism, the regions immediately pushed for a greater say in
their own affairs. Indeed, the early stage of democratization took place
against a backdrop of anxiety about the possibility of regions seeking to
split off as small independent nations, leading to a Balkanization of
Indonesia of the sort seen in Yugoslavia in the 1990s (Mietzner 2014).

In response to such pressures, center-periphery relations were recon-
figured under Habibie in a manner no less drastic than the changes to the
party and electoral system. Far-reaching decentralization legislation that
was passed in May 1999 reserved just six core areas of governance as
the exclusive domain of the central government, namely, foreign affairs,
defense, security, religion, finance, and judicial affairs.? Primary respon-
sibility for other government functions was devolved to Indonesia’s third
tier of government—districts and municipalities. This devolution thus
skipped the provinces, as it was feared they could form large enough
autonomous political units to challenge the authority of the central gov-
ernment. Districts and provincial legislators were granted authority to
elect mayors and governors, respectively, without central government
interference. District governments would also no longer serve as repre-
sentative offices of the central government; regional offices of central
ministries were either closed or transformed to become local government
offices, along with their staff. Alongside these political changes, fiscal
devolution legislation that was passed at the same time gave local gov-
ernments a much greater share of revenue, both through block grants
from the central government and as a greater share of their own
resources and other locally generated revenues. Consequently, when
these laws came into force in 2001, as Michael Malley (2009, p. 140) has
observed, local governments’ share of overall government spending dou-
bled from 15 percent to 30 percent within the first year.

Whereas the package of political laws that was passed under Habi-
bie to enable early elections was the subject of prolonged debate and
compromise, the two new decentralization laws passed almost without
amendment (Malley 2009; Smith 2008). Indeed, Malley (2009, p. 138)
recounted, the team of academics that drafted the bills took on the task
at their own initiative, after completing work on the aforementioned
package of political laws. As the laws did not directly impinge on legis-
lators’ own short-term prospects and may even have been predicted to
increase their electability as reformers, these far-reaching bills were
largely waved through (Smith 2008). As will be discussed in detail in
Chapter 5, after the full impact of this early decentralization project
became clear, the central government and DPR worked to wind back
various aspects of these bills.
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Civil-Military Relations

Military reform posed a formidable challenge to the Habibie govern-
ment. The military had formed the backbone of Suharto’s authoritarian
regime, during which time it was accountable only to the president,
who was himself an army general (Crouch 2010). Numerous institu-
tional arrangements gave the military the power to resist civilian con-
trol. The dwifungsi (dual-function) doctrine mandated the military to
maintain domestic political stability and promote national develop-
ment, in addition to having defense and security roles (Sebastian and
Gindarsah 2013, p. 31). The dwifungsi doctrine underpinned the mili-
tary’s territorial command structure, under which it deployed troops in
parallel to the civilian administration throughout the archipelago, as
well as its kekaryaan (nonmilitary function) principle, under which the
military placed active and retired officers within the civilian govern-
ment, bureaucracy, and legislatures (Crouch 2010; Sebastian and Gin-
darsah 2013). The military also had substantial financial autonomy
from the civilian government, funded by a network of legal and illegal
businesses throughout the archipelago. Adding to the challenge for the
Habibie government, as Harold Crouch observes (2010, p. 130), the
military’s senior command came through the transition intact and
regarded the new civilian president Habibie with little of the respect it
had afforded his predecessor. Beyond his civilian status, Habibie had
antagonized the military as a Suharto-era minister with his perceived
meddling in procurement, committing the armed forces to buying aging
East German warships.

Under such circumstances, various scholars have observed, the
civilian government could not impose reform upon the military, even if
such reforms were a crucial element of democratization (Crouch 2010,
p. 128; Sebastian and Gindarsah 2013). Nevertheless, the military’s
position was not without weaknesses. David Bourchier (1999) outlines
three factors that temporarily set the military back during the transition.
The transition exposed the military to intense public criticism, for its
failure to maintain order in the final weeks of the Suharto regime,
because of its dwifungsi doctrine, and as the newly free media carried
extensive reports on past atrocities. The financial crisis that had precip-
itated the Suharto regime’s demise also severely circumscribed the mil-
itary’s ability to raise funds independently of its budget allocation,
which was demoralizing for local commands. Finally, the military was
riven by factionalism, most notably between armed forces commander
Wiranto and his rival Prabowo Subianto, son-in-law of Suharto. Facing
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such pressures, a small group of officers within the military garnered
sufficient internal support to institute internal reforms.?

The landmark moment in this push for reform was the formulation of
a “new Paradigm” at a military seminar in Bandung in September 1998
(Crouch 2010, p. 132; Sebastian and Gindarsah 2013, p. 33).* Under this
paradigm, the military committed to withdraw from a formal political
role, abandoning the dwifungsi doctrine, dissolving its Social and Political
Affairs Branch, and requiring military officers seconded to civilian roles
to relinquish their positions or retire from the military. It also committed
to relinquish its appointed bloc in the national and local legislatures
(albeit more gradually than civilian politicians ultimately determined) and
to sever ties with the Suharto regime party, Golkar. The police were sep-
arated from the military in 1999, although for the remainder of the year
continued to report to armed forces commander Wiranto in his role as
minister of defense (McKenzie 2018, p. 215). The military renamed itself
Tentara Nasional Indonesia (TNI [Indonesian National Army]), setting
aside its previous designation as the Indonesian Armed Forces (Angkatan
Bersenjata Republik Indonesia [ABRI]).

Much as these changes amount to a significant reconfiguration of
civil-military relations, the arrangements left some key sources of mili-
tary power untouched. Indeed, Jun Honna (2013, p. 186) characterizes the
new equilibrium as a “grand bargain” under which the “TNI supports
transition to civilian-led democracy and promises military disengagement
from politics while civilian leaders respect TNI’s institutional autonomy
and overlook its lack of accountability.” Crouch (2010, cited in Honna
2013, p. 197) highlights four untouched areas of military unaccountability
following the Habibie-era reforms: the military’s continuing role in inter-
nal security, despite the separation of the police; its maintenance of the
territorial command, which if anything has expanded over subsequent
decades (Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict 2016, p. 8); the issue of
military finances, with off-budget funds addressed only partially after a
new TNI law was passed in 2004 (Sebastian and Gindarsah 2013, p. 35)
and budget allocations to the military consistently below what defense
planners estimate is required to develop a minimum essential force; and
accountability for past human rights violations, with ad hoc courts set up
to try military officers for past abuses not securing a single conviction
(McGregor and Setiawan 2019). To these might be added the military’s
incomplete accountability to a civilian Ministry of Defense. Not until the
government of Abdurrahman Wahid was the position of defense minister
allocated to a civilian (under President Joko Widodo the defense minister
has reverted to a retired military officer), and within the ministry, active



70 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

generals continue to occupy key strategist posts (Honna 2013, p. 185;
Sebastian and Gindarsah 2013, p. 35). Civilian politicians in the post-
Habibie period would push only inconsistently for further reform on these
fronts, when it suited their political interests to do so (Crouch 2010).

Constitutional Change

Following the far-reaching political change of the Habibie period, the
next task for democratic reform was to amend the constitution. In con-
trast to preceding reforms, constitutional change was to be undertaken
by a democratically constituted MPR, formed out of the 1999 elections
(Horowitz 2013, p. 1). The process of constitutional change spanned three
years, with both the process and its outcomes attracting significant criti-
cism from scholars and Indonesian civil society at the time. Nevertheless,
as of 2019, in the fifteen years since it was finalized, the amended 1945
constitution has proven a robust basis for Indonesia’s democratic polity,
despite criticisms of the amendment process being incomplete.

At the end of authoritarian rule, Indonesia’s legal system was under-
pinned by its founding 1945 constitution, drafted in haste to support a dec-
laration of independence before colonial rule could be reinstituted follow-
ing the defeat of the Japanese. Although its drafters explicitly intended the
document to be temporary and had drafted its provisions to provide maxi-
mum possible flexibility (Ellis 2002, pp. 117-118), Sukarno and Suharto’s
authoritarian regimes had sought to imbue the document with an almost
sacred legitimacy as a symbol of the independence struggle (Ellis 2002,
pp. 123-124; Crouch 2010, p. 46). Nevertheless, the document was
entirely unsuited as a basis for democracy. It did not provide for either a
parliamentary or a presidential system—the two basic forms of democratic
governance. Nor did it provide any guarantees of individual rights, reflect-
ing the integralist state ideology of its founders (Ellis 2002; Lindsey 2002,
p. 253). Despite these deficiencies, it was decided Indonesia’s democratic
constitution would be drafted as a series of amendments to the 1945 doc-
ument rather than starting afresh. This decision reflected the document’s
continuing legitimacy, compared to international cases where constitutions
had been drafted by a discredited regime (Ellis 2002), as well as fears that
starting anew would result in deadlock, based on an attempt to draft a
replacement constitution in the 1950s (Horowitz 2013, p. 24).

Donald Horowitz highlights three aspects of Indonesia’s constitutional
amendment process as unusual. First, he characterized this process as
unusually nonparticipatory, including when compared to other recent and
contemporaneous democratic transitions in Indonesia’s region (Horowitz
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2013, p. 14). The MPR chose to handle the constitutional amendment
process itself, with little public involvement, rather than delegating the
process to a specially formed constitutional commission (Horowitz 2013,
p. 261). Efforts to engage public attention on the amendment process—
if not to directly involve the public—also largely failed (Ellis 2002).
Horowitz (2013, pp. 3—4, 89) also highlights the risk that the MPR may
have rejected an externally produced document, whereas its consensual
drafting among Indonesia’s main political forces facilitated its broad
acceptance. He points to the fractured nature of Indonesia’s opposition
upon democratization as partly explaining the nonparticipatory model
Indonesia adopted, particularly given that Indonesia lacked a cohesive
opposition coalition that could claim the process of constitutional reform
for itself. Such a drafting process exposed the constitution to extensive
political compromise (Lindsey 2002, p. 275), but this may have been a
necessary cost to facilitate its broad acceptance by Indonesia’s main
political forces (Horowitz 2013, pp. 3—4, 89).

The sequence of Indonesia’s constitutional reform is a second
anomaly, with postauthoritarian elections in Indonesia preceding the
amendment process rather than signaling the endpoint of the democratic
transition (Horowitz 2013, p. 2). Fresh elections were required to confer
sufficient legitimacy on the MPR to undertake the task of constitutional
change, Horowitz argues, which could not have been commanded by the
authoritarian holdover legislature. Even then, as with the overall reform
process, authoritarian-era figures played a greater role than the broader
reform movement; for example, the man chairing the ad hoc MPR com-
mittee that led the amendment process was Jakob Tobing, who had
served as a DPR member for Golkar from 1972 to 1992 (Tomsa 2008).

Third, Donald Horowitz characterizes Indonesia’s process of consti-
tutional change as unusually gradual, achieved as it was via four annual
amendments. It then took at least two more years to enact legislation to
spell out the details of these amendments. Both Ellis and Horowitz
argue this incremental approach counterintuitively enabled more far-
reaching changes than might otherwise have been possible. Partial
amendments were agreed to without their full implications being widely
understood, Andrew Ellis (2005) argues, and Horowitz (2013, pp. 3-5)
observes that the gradual approach gave conservatives time to become
comfortable with amendments they might otherwise have rejected.

The first of the four amendments, formulated prior to a comprehen-
sive process of constitutional review, was passed at the same MPR ses-
sion in 1999 that elected Abdurrahman Wahid as president. In the main,
this initial amendment clarified and strengthened the role of the newly
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elected DPR vis-a-vis the president (Ellis 2002, p. 126). This amend-
ment placed the legislature on a more level footing with the government
in the drafting of legislation, with laws to be jointly agreed on with the
president, rather than submitted for the legislature’s approval. It also
required the president to consult with the legislature on ambassadorial
appointments and the granting of amnesty, and it confirmed the two-
term limit for the president, stipulated in 1998 by MPR decree (Ellis
2002, p. 126; Lindsey 2002, p. 249).

The three subsequent amendments, negotiated in each of the next
three annual MPR sessions, drew upon a comprehensive review of the
constitution undertaken by an ad hoc MPR committee following this
first amendment. The committee of representatives of all political par-
ties and groups appointed in the MPR proposed an amended constitu-
tion comprising twenty-one chapters, six of which were entirely new
(Ellis 2002, p. 128). Issues that were more likely to be agreed upon
swiftly were prioritized, on the understanding that issues resolved in
each amendment would not be revisited in subsequent rounds. The pace
of constitutional debate was also guided by the understanding that an
amended document needed to be completed by 2002, so that the 2004
elections could proceed smoothly (Ellis 2002, p. 136).

The most significant amendments concluded in 2000 concerned
defense and security, the composition of the legislature, regional auton-
omy, and human rights (Ellis 2002, pp. 131-133; Lindsey 2002, pp. 250—
256; Horowitz 2013, p. 98). On defense and security, the constitution
specified differing, if overlapping, roles for the police and the military,
granting the DPR the power to legislate to determine the details. This
amendment also determined that the DPR would be elected in its entirety
and further strengthened the DPR’s legislative role by determining that
bills agreed to by the DPR would pass into law after thirty days, even if
the president failed to sign.> A constitutional basis was added for
regional autonomy—already legislated in 2000—along with the require-
ment that mayors and governors be “democratically elected.”® Although
explicit wording requiring direct elections was rejected during this con-
stitutional debate, the DPR subsequently legislated to this effect in 2004.
Finally, this amendment introduced a new chapter on human rights to the
constitution, for the most part closely modeled on the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights. The MPR thus overturned the aforementioned
integralist ideological underpinnings of the 1945 constitution. These
changes were contained within just seven of the proposed chapters of the
constitution, however, leaving many of the most fundamental questions
regarding Indonesia’s political system unresolved (Ellis 2002, p. 131).
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The third set of amendments passed in 2001 are generally high-
lighted as the most significant, although Ellis (2002, p. 140) notes that
their importance was largely missed within Indonesia at the time.
Indeed, as Tim Lindsey (2002, pp. 265-266) observes, the perception
that the MPR was unfavorably deadlocked led to fresh calls in 2001 for
an independent constitutional commission, although this proposal ulti-
mately did not gain support. Negotiated in the wake of the MPR’s
impeachment of President Abdurrahman Wahid in July 2001, this set of
amendments established Indonesia as a presidential system, substan-
tially increasing the president’s autonomy from the MPR (Ellis 2002,
pp. 140-143; Lindsey 2002, pp. 259-265; Horowitz 2013, pp. 115—
116). This amendment determined that the president and vice president
would henceforth be elected directly and be free to set their govern-
ment’s policy direction, as the MPR’s power to set broad outlines of
state policy in the State Policy Guidelines (Garis-garis Besar Haluan
Negara [GBHN]) and to remove the president for not adhering to them
were abolished. Impeachment would now require misconduct on the part
of the president and involve the adjudication of a newly created consti-
tutional court. This amendment also established the directly elected
Regional Representative Assembly (Dewan Perwakilan Daerah [DPD]),
and an independent State Audit Board and Judicial Commission, and
provided for judicial independence, albeit only in a “nominal [manner]
at best” (Lindsey 2002, p. 264).

Three core unresolved issues were then finalized in the fourth set of
amendments in 2002 (Ellis 2005; Lindsey 2002, pp. 267-271). It was
decided a second-round runoff for the presidential election, if required,
would also be a direct election, and not an indirect election via the MPR.
This amendment also determined that the MPR would be fully elected
after the 2004 elections, with the military and functional group appointees
abolished, with the result that the MPR would thereafter consist of the
DPR and the DPD. This was one of the few provisions that required a
vote to resolve (Ellis 2005). Finally, repeating a decision made during the
drafting of the original 1945 constitution six decades earlier, and avoiding
the risk of a fundamental schism over the relationship between Islam and
the state, the MPR determined that the amended constitution would not
contain the so-called Jakarta Charter, which would make adherence to
Islamic law compulsory for Muslims. Recognizing the significance of the
moment, Ellis (2005) recounts, the members marked the closing of this
MPR session with a rendition of the national anthem.

Although the fourth amendment concluded the changes to the text
of the constitution, Horowitz (2013, p. 2) observes that Indonesia’s
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process of constitutional change might more accurately be thought of
as extending until 2008 or beyond, encompassing the period of leg-
islative change and the elections that brought the newly defined exec-
utive and legislative branches of the government into being. At least
thirteen laws were required to spell out the details of the constitutional
amendments (Lindsey 2002, pp. 271-272); with some exceptions,
most were passed in 2003 and 2004.

Not everyone saw the fourth amendment as the end of Indonesia’s
constitutional amendment process; both activists and scholars called
for further change. In response to civil society pressure, the MPR
formed a constitutional commission after the conclusion of this amend-
ment. This commission proposed that there be a fifth amendment in
2004, but it was not adopted (Lindsey 2002, p. 272; Horowitz 2013,
pp. 158-159). Lindsey (2002, p. 275) characterized the amended con-
stitution as urgently requiring further “significant and effective consti-
tutional reform.” Despite its imperfections, however, the amended
1945 constitution has proven a robust basis for the democratic polity
for the past seventeen years, and pressure for further democratizing
reforms in its formulation has receded. If anything, from the mid-2010s
on, more concerted efforts have been made to wind back the reforms of
the amended constitution than to extend its provisions. Prabowo
Subianto’s presidential campaign platform in 2014 included a promise
to return to the original 1945 constitution, for example, and he called
during the campaign for an end to direct elections for the president
(McRae 2014a). There have also been calls from the MPR during the
first Jokowi administration to restore the broad outlines of State Policy
Guidelines. It is unclear how such a restoration could be compatible
with a system in which the president is directly elected.

Violent Transition

For most Indonesians, the reforms set out so far in this chapter entailed
a period of increasing civil liberties and democratic participation after
four decades of authoritarian rule in Indonesia. In stark contrast to this
general pattern, however, eight provinces in Indonesia encompassing 7
percent of the population (Aspinall 2008a) experienced large-scale violent
conflict, as mostly new communal conflicts erupted and long-standing
secessionist insurgencies intensified. Small-scale conflicts, riots of short
duration, and crime-like social violence were more widespread and in
some cases caused very significant casualties. Around 1,000 people are
estimated to have died in rioting in Jakarta the week before Suharto
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resigned, for example. Overall, the large-scale conflicts are estimated to
have caused around 21,000 deaths during the transition period (Barron,
Jaffrey, and Varshney 2016, p. 194), a figure that excludes deaths in
Papua. Such experience of violence means that Indonesia’s democratic
transition cannot be described as peaceful, even if large-scale violence
was confined to specific localities and the number of fatalities was far
lower than during the regime transition of 1965-1966. Equally, however,
these conflicts were transitional. Levels of violence had diminished sig-
nificantly by 2002 in most of these areas and receded further still in
2005, when a peace deal ended the war between separatists and the cen-
tral government in Aceh.

Although the contexts of the large-scale communal conflicts and the
intensification of the secessionist insurgencies are clearly related, each
is discussed separately below.

Communal Violence

Scholarly consensus has emerged regarding the enabling factors for the
large-scale communal conflicts, constructed in the main by three authors
who compare the conflicts as a set (Bertrand 2004; Sidel 2006; van
Klinken 2007).” These enabling factors span both the overall national
context and the particularities of each of the five sites of violence.

At the national level, the uncertainty of the post-Suharto transition,
particularly the far-reaching changes to the electoral system and the
decentralization of governance, were the key factors. These changes
left groups that had gained privileged access to state resources under
Suharto uncertain about how they could maintain their advantage,
whereas theretofore excluded groups saw an opportunity to advance

Table 4.1 Sites of Large-Scale Violence During Indonesia’s Democratic Transition

Communal Violence

Inter-religious Inter-ethnic Secessionist Conflict Major Riots
Central Sulawesi (Poso) West Kalimantan Aceh Jakarta®
Maluku Central Kalimantan Papua Medan
North Maluku East Timor® Solo

Notes: a. Many other towns and cities also experienced riots; Jakarta, Medan, and Solo
are highlighted because of the scale of violence and because each is a major Indonesian city.
b. East Timor voted to secede from Indonesia in 1999 and is now Timor-Leste.
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their position (Bertrand 2004; Sidel 2006; van Klinken 2007). Exacer-
bating the risk of conflict, the state’s coercive capacity was also tem-
porarily weakened just as these changes were taking place, as set out in
the discussion of civil-military relations above. Once the conflicts
began, their simultaneous occurrence further impaired the security
forces’ capacity to respond, as they experienced troop shortages (Kam-
men 2003; Crouch 2010, p. 249).

Such uncertainty, though, was experienced nationally, whereas
large-scale communal conflict happened only in five provinces, and in
some of these provinces, only in a certain district or districts. To explain
this localized incidence of violence, scholars highlight several features
of the local social structure and economy common to each location. In
demographic terms, each province where violence occurred had a sig-
nificant religious minority. As John Sidel (2006, p. 190) observes, the
Muslim population of each fell within the admittedly broad range of
30-85 percent. (Nationally, in 2000, the percentage of Muslims in
Indonesia was 88 percent, according to census data, whereas the percent-
age of Muslims in eastern Indonesia, where these conflicts occurred,
was 72 percent.)® Regarding the local economy, contestation over state
resources was disproportionately important to the local economy in
each site of violence, which lacked major industry or an otherwise
developed private sector that could have created nonagricultural jobs
not linked to the local government (van Klinken 2007). The stakes were
thus unusually high in local competition for control of the government
between rival patronage networks, many of which were formed along
ethnic and religious lines.

Under such common circumstances, five large-scale communal con-
flicts erupted. Each conflict differed markedly in duration and intensity,
the forms of violence, and the actors responsible. First was West Kali-
mantan (1997 and 1999), which, along with Central Kalimantan (2001),
was one of two cases of violence that took place along ethnic lines, with
each episode of violence lasting only a few weeks. In each of these
episodes, groups claiming indigenous status murdered hundreds of
Madurese migrants and forcibly evicted many more (Davidson 2008;
van Klinken 2007). Uniquely among these conflicts, the first episode of
violence in West Kalimantan preceded Suharto’s fall, leading Jamie
Davidson (2008) to trace its occurrence to a local history or to recurrent
rioting between Dayak and Madura ethnic groups, triggered in the first
instance by competition between these two groups to occupy lands left
behind by departing ethnic Chinese in the 1960s, themselves displaced
by military counterinsurgency operations.
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Two sites—Poso (1998-2007) and Maluku (1999-2005)—experi-
enced Christian-Muslim religious conflicts that lasted many years. Both
differed in scale and intensity, however. At the peak of the fighting, the
Maluku conflict was far more intense than that in Poso, causing thou-
sands rather than hundreds of deaths. As the Maluku conflict engulfed
the provincial capital, the damage to public infrastructure was also
much more severe than in Poso, a regional town even within the iso-
lated province where it is located. This comparison was reversed during
the longer phase of sporadic violence that followed the peak of fighting
in each location, during which approximately twice as many people
were killed in Poso as in Maluku. The North Maluku conflict (1999—
2000) was different again; the worst fighting was between Christians
and Muslims, but the conflict also included episodes of interethnic
fighting and even clashes between different Muslim factions. Fighting
there was especially intense; the conflict had all but concluded within a
year but resulted in as many deaths as did the conflict in Maluku (Wil-
son 2008). Fighting in North Maluku also engulfed that province’s main
urban center on the island of Ternate, but the worst violence was on the
nearby island of Halmahera.

By 2002—and even earlier in West Kalimantan, Central Kaliman-
tan, and North Maluku—the scale of violence in each of these conflicts
had diminished significantly or stopped altogether. Heavy deployments
of security forces contributed, as did partially effective peace agree-
ments brokered by the central government in Poso and Maluku. In sev-
eral of these conflicts, fighting diminished when conflict reached a new
equilibrium or stalemate and communities questioned whether there was
more to gain from further large-scale fighting (McRae 2013a; Wilson
2008; Barron, Jaffrey, and Varshney 2016). Sporadic violence contin-
ued—in the case of Poso for many years thereafter—but Patrick Barron,
Sanu Jaffrey, and Ashutosh Varshney (2016, p. 201), comparing annual
deaths for the periods 1998-2003 and 20042012, observe a 79 percent
reduction in fatalities in the provinces where there had been large-scale
communal violence.

Separatist Violence

At the same time that these communal conflagrations were breaking out,
Indonesia faced concerted challenges to its national unity in three
provinces at opposite ends of the archipelago—East Timor, Papua, and
Aceh. In each of these provinces, armed separatist movements had chal-
lenged Indonesian rule during the authoritarian era, and in each there
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was renewed agitation for independence soon after Suharto fell, with
starkly different outcomes. East Timor was offered a referendum in 1999
and exited the republic the same year. Aceh gained far-reaching special
autonomy as part of a 2005 peace deal between insurgents and the cen-
tral government, after earlier autonomy deals had failed to terminate the
conflict. The Papua conflict remained unresolved in 2019, with its own
special autonomy deal apparently having done little to diminish support
for independence among indigenous communities (Chauvel 2005).
Aceh, East Timor, and Papua each have differing, if troubled, histo-
ries of incorporation into Indonesia. Aceh was seen as a nationalist
stronghold during Indonesia’s struggle for independence in the 1940s but
had become the site of an Islamist rebellion by the 1950s. That initial
rebellion was not secessionist; this political direction only emerged with
Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (Free Aceh Movement [GAM]) in the 1970s.
GAM was quickly defeated militarily but reemerged in the late 1980s
and remained the most powerful pro-independence force in the province
(Aspinall and Berger 2002; McGibbon 2004). Like Aceh, Papua was also
part of the Netherlands-administered East Indies, but the Dutch refused
to hand over the territory when Indonesia gained independence in 1949,
spurring a prolonged struggle by Indonesian nationalists to gain control
of the territory. A 1962 agreement between Indonesia and the Nether-
lands established UN administration in Papua in anticipation of its han-
dover to Indonesia, with Indonesian rule confirmed in a so-called Act of
Free Choice (Penentuan Pendapat Rakyat [PEPERA]) in 1969, when
around 1,000 handpicked delegates opted for incorporation with Indone-
sia. Throughout the authoritarian era, a small insurgency resisted Indone-
sian rule, calling itself the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (Free Papua
Movement [OPM]) (Aspinall and Berger 2002, pp. 1013—1015; Bertrand
2004, pp. 144-153). East Timor, by contrast, was never part of the
Dutch colony; instead, Portugal controlled this territory until the colo-
nial power’s departure in 1974. A brief civil war ensued, won by pro-
independence party Fretilin, before Indonesia invaded in December
1975. As it was never part of the Dutch colony, the United Nations
never recognized East Timor as part of Indonesia, although Western
nations such as Australia and the United States acquiesced to Indone-
sia’s military intervention at the time, and Australia subsequently recog-
nized Indonesian sovereignty. Fretilin conducted a guerrilla war against
Indonesian control until East Timor won its independence (Aspinall and
Berger 2002, pp. 1010-1013; Bertrand 2004, pp. 136-142).
Nevertheless, scholars identify commonalities in each territory’s
experience of Suharto’s authoritarian rule that fueled their demands to
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secede (Aspinall and Berger 2002; Bertrand 2007; McGibbon 2004). The
Indonesian military waged a heavy campaign of repression during the
New Order, targeting both the independence movement and the broader
civilian population. Each was a site of large-scale natural resource
extraction, with only a fraction of their resource wealth channeled back
to local communities. Each territory was also subject to the New Order’s
rollout of uniform administrative arrangements across all of Indonesia,
despite local political forces claiming distinct ethnic or religious identi-
ties. In each case, mainstream New Order discourse depicted indigenous
residents of the provinces as less developed, or otherwise inferior, to
other Indonesians and denigrated them as ungrateful despite receiving
the state’s development largesse (McRae 2002). Additionally, in compar-
ative terms, each territory also shared characteristics, identified by
Thomas Parks, Nat Colletta, and Ben Oppenheim (2013) as common to
all sites of “secessionist sub-national conflict” across Asia: each was on
an international territorial or maritime border, with a low share of the
national population and of the nation’s territory.’

All three provinces experienced large protests demanding indepen-
dence almost immediately after Suharto resigned (Aspinall and Berger
2002, p. 1009). The central government responded first to Timor, for
which Habibie decided in January 1999 to hold a referendum offering
autonomy arrangements within Indonesia or independence. With the
military temporarily weakened, senior generals in the Indonesian cabi-
net could not prevent the referendum—a state of affairs Crouch (2010,
p. 26) describes as “incredible.” Instead, the military formed a set of
pro-autonomy militias to intimidate the civilian population into opting
against independence. These militias were responsible for around 1,500
deaths before and after the referendum (Barron, Jaffrey, and Varshney
2016, p. 199) but could not dissuade 78 percent of Timorese voters from
choosing independence in the August 1999 vote. Upon this result, the
military and its auxiliaries destroyed most public infrastructure in
Timor, and 250,000 people were displaced across the border into
Indonesian West Timor in what Rod McGibbon (2004, p. 12) interprets
as a warning to other provinces of the cost of secession. Nevertheless,
after an international force was deployed to restore order, East Timor
was placed under UN administration in October 1999 and became the
fully independent nation of Timor-Leste in May 2002.

Large post-Suharto civilian protest movements in Aceh and Papua
failed to gain a similar offer of a referendum from the Habibie govern-
ment. Instead, Habibie’s first response was to enact limited special
autonomy legislation for each province, which did nothing to dampen
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demands for independence (McGibbon 2004, p. 11). Following the Habi-
bie period, different actors within central authorities pursued a mix of
accommodation and coercion. Habibie’s successor, Abdurrahman Wahid,
was personally accommodating, initially entertaining demands for a ref-
erendum in Aceh and allowing the raising of the Morning Star flag (Bin-
tang Kejora)—a Papuan independence symbol—only to be overruled in
each case by the military (McGibbon 2004; Honna 2013, p. 187). The
national legislature also opted for accommodation, directing the govern-
ment in 2000 to conclude more substantial autonomy arrangements and
passing autonomy legislation for each province in 2001 (McGibbon
2004). Although the government bureaucracy substantially circum-
scribed these autonomy arrangements during the drafting stage, McGib-
bon (2004) and Jacques Bertrand (2007) emphasize their significance as
a departure from uniform, unitary Indonesian nationalism. Unlike Habi-
bie’s 1999 decentralization legislation, these laws allowed different
terms of incorporation into the nation for Aceh and Papua, at least osten-
sibly based on local particularities, and in Papua’s case, uniquely allow-
ing the formation of political institutions defined in ethnic terms
(McGibbon 2004, pp. 22-24; Bertrand 2007, pp. 592—-605).
Undercutting these measures, however, the military continued a
campaign of coercion. In Aceh, it undermined a 2002 Cessation of Hos-
tilities Agreement with GAM (McGibbon observes GAM was not blame-
less, either) and successfully pushed the Megawati government to enact
martial law in 2003 (McGibbon 2004, pp. 43-53). In Papua, the military
responded with violence to independence protests and assassinated
independence leader Theys Eluay, thereby curtailing the ability of pro-
independence groups to mobilize support and articulate their demands
(Bertrand 2004, p. 158; McGibbon 2004, pp. 40—41; International Centre
for Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011, p. 2). At the same time, the
Megawati government undercut the new autonomy arrangements. It split
Papua into two separate provinces in 2003, in direct violation of special
autonomy legislation, and effectively suspended autonomy altogether in
Aceh in 2003 with the imposition of martial law. Freed of the crisis situa-
tion that prompted the initial grant of special autonomy, McGibbon (2004,
p. viii) writes, the state moved to wind back these concessions, in line
with an international tendency toward reversal of autonomy arrangements.
As of 2019, Aceh and Papua’s circumstances have diverged consid-
erably. In 2005 in Aceh, where GAM established itself as a credible mil-
itary adversary and fought to the point of a “hurting stalemate,” an inter-
nationally brokered peace deal was concluded. The deal was enshrined in
autonomy legislation in 2006 that far exceeded earlier laws in details and
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scope (Bertrand 2007), and GAM and its political party have since con-
trolled the governorship and the provincial legislature. Papua, however,
appears no closer to resolution. Dissatisfaction with special autonomy is
widespread; sporadic violence continues between independence support-
ers and the Indonesian military, which maintains a heavy presence;
slated dialogue between central authorities and Papua has not come
about either under the current Jokowi government or its predecessors.

Conclusion

Democratization in Indonesia brought about a fundamental transforma-
tion of the nation’s political institutions, despite strong continuities in
its political elite between the authoritarian and democratic eras. Over
time, however, political reforms have slowed or stagnated, and even
regressed in some instances. To gain a full appreciation of the likely
future trajectory of political change in Indonesia, we now turn to look
more closely at the mechanisms underpinning the democratic polity.

Notes

1. Local parties are allowed only in Aceh, as part of the 2005 peace settlement
between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh Movement, and these par-
ties can compete only for the provincial and district legislatures. Special autonomy
legislation for Papua also included provision for local parties, but none were ever
allowed to form.

2. Malley (2009) and Crouch (2010) provide good summaries of the details of
the two decentralization laws passed in 1999; the remainder of this paragraph draws
on their accounts.

3. Differing accounts of this dynamic are given by Crouch and by Sebastian
and Gindarsah. Where Crouch (2010, p. 132) describes Wiranto entrusting reform-
minded officers “with the task of re-conceptualizing the military’s future role,”
Sebastian and Gindarsah (2013, p. 33) describe these same officers as “eventually
persuad[ing] Wiranto to implement internal reforms.”

4. Both Crouch (2010) and Sebastian and Gindarsah (2013) summarize well
the initial reforms made by the TNI; the remainder of this paragraph draws on
their accounts.

5. Despite this provision, the requirement for bills to be jointly agreed,
inserted during the first amendment, provides the president with an effective right
of veto, as the president can prevent the DPR from finalizing any law by refusing
to discuss the legislation.

6. We use the term mayor to denote the heads of the two different third-tier
units of government in Indonesia, namely, kabupaten (districts) and kota (munici-
palities). In some other works the heads of districts are called “district heads,” but
this distinction is not necessary for the analysis herein.

7. This scholarly consensus is set out in more detail in McRae (2013a, pp. 19—
33), with a focus on Poso, upon which this summary draws.
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8. The figure for “eastern Indonesia” is calculated from Suryadinata, Arifin,
and Ananta (2003, pp. 104, 109-110, 138), based on all provinces outside Java
and Sumatra.

9. Papua is a partial exception, as its share of Indonesian land territory is large,
although far removed from the national center of power.
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The Structures of
Democratic-Era Politics

THIS CHAPTER OUTLINES FOUR OF THE KEY STRUCTURES OF
democratic-era politics in Indonesia: decentralization, elections, political
parties, and patronage politics. Across the board, the picture that emerges
is of a political system fundamentally altered after the demise of the
Suharto regime, yet still marked by significant democratic deficits.

Decentralization

Chapter 4 introduced the far-reaching decentralization legislation of
1999 that transformed Indonesia from a highly centralized polity to
governance arrangements that some observers have described as “de
facto federalism” (Hill 2014, p. 2). To recap, the legislation reserved
sole authority for the center in only six areas of governance. Over time,
it has more than doubled the share of government revenue allocated to
subnational governments—more than 34 percent of government expen-
diture in 2018 was at the subnational level, according to government
budget figures. The 1999 decentralization laws passed with very little
debate or modification but reflected regional pressures for changes to
Indonesia’s governance arrangements preceding their enactment (Mal-
ley 2009). These arrangements for decentralization have been modified
twice through new legislation—in 2004 and 2014—with a slight recen-
tralizing effect. Nevertheless, the same arrangements as enacted in the
1999 legislation remain substantially in place.

Two impacts of decentralization on the Indonesian polity explain its
resilience and persistence in largely unmodified form. First, decentral-
ization has stabilized center-periphery relations, heading off fears of a
Yugoslavia-style disintegration in Indonesia (Mietzner 2014, pp. 62—63).
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Second, a constellation of powerful local interests now profits from
decentralization, using control of local political posts for personal enrich-
ment (Hadiz 2010; Choi and Fukuoka 2015). Before turning to a broader
analysis of the impacts of decentralization, two aspects of decentralized
politics that have been fundamental both to its effects on center-periphery
relations and on local governance need to be sketched as background.

The first fundamental aspect is the direct election of governors and
mayors (used here to refer to heads both of urban municipalities and
nonurban districts), introduced by the first amendment to decentraliza-
tion arrangements in 2004.! Prior to the 2004 amendment, these offices
were indirectly elected by local legislatures. Indirect elections answered
demands for regions to have the ultimate say over their local executives
(who under Suharto had been chosen by the Ministry of Home Affairs,
which often appointed Javanese or Sundanese officials to preside over
ethnically distinct regions) (Malley 2009, pp. 141-142; Mietzner 2014).
Indirect elections soon fell out of favor, however, because of widespread
vote buying and because mayors and governors were excessively beholden
to local legislatures, which could dismiss them if they rejected annual
accountability reports. Under the current system of direct elections, coali-
tions of political parties holding at least 15 percent of the votes or seats in
each local legislature nominate candidate pairs, who are directly elected.
Since 2008, independent candidates have also been allowed. Until 2014,
these elections were scattered across the years between each of Indonesia’s
five-yearly general elections; since 2015, they have been grouped into
three sets, held in the first, third, and fourth years after a general election.
By 2027, the government hopes to further consolidate the timing of these
elections so that all of them are held on a single day.

The second feature is the immense proliferation of new districts in
particular, but also of provinces, under a process known in Indonesia as
pemekaran (blossoming). Since decentralization after Suharto’s presi-
dency, the number of districts and municipalities has grown from 314
in 1998 to 508 in 2014, and eight new provinces have been established
in the same period, bringing the total number of provinces to thirty-
four (Hill 2014, p. 3; Kementerian Dalam Negeri Republik 2014). A
large majority of the new divisions have been made outside of Java
(Booth 2011a; Chauvel 2008; Mietzner 2014). The concentration of
this pemekaran process in the more sparsely populated outer islands has
produced sharp discrepancies between the population size of subnational
units in different parts of the country. Anne Booth (2011a) observes that
five of the newly created provinces have populations smaller than the
average district in Java. Indeed, the small size of many of the new areas
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being created and attendant concerns over their viability eventually
prompted a moratorium on further divisions. Nevertheless, new cam-
paigns for additional pemekaran divisions have continued to proliferate,
driven by the desire to secure central government transfers for often mar-
ginalized areas of existing districts and provinces, as well as the oppor-
tunity for local elites to position themselves at the apex of patronage net-
works in newly created regions. As of mid-2017, Home Affairs Minister
Tjahjo Kumolo told the press that 314 applications for further divisions
had been tabled with his ministry (Rahadian 2017).

The Threat of Disintegration

Indonesia’s post-Suharto decentralization legislation was enacted as
secessionist movements were intensifying, and at a time when other
regions were voicing secessionist rhetoric to claim a greater share of rev-
enues derived from their natural resources. Several scholars identify these
centrifugal dynamics as the key concern motivating central government
policymakers to enact decentralization legislation (Aspinall 2013a; Miet-
zner 2014, p. 45). Aspinall (2013a, p. 129), for example, observes, “the
dominant public justification was that decentralization would respond to
swelling discontent in the regions and so bolster national unity.”

This concern for national unity is reflected in the decision to devolve
political authority mainly to Indonesia’s then 300-odd districts and
municipalities, rather than to its roughly thirty provinces. Bypassing the
provinces prevented them from becoming political units that could chal-
lenge the center and demand secession, but that structure greatly compli-
cated intergovernmental coordination. As fears for Indonesia’s national
unity have receded, each amendment to decentralization arrangements has
incrementally strengthened the role of the provinces. Apart from the
choice to devolve authority primarily to the district level, the requirement
that national parties nominate local executives and the equalizing effect
of central government transfers on inequalities between regions have also
undercut secession (Mietzner 2014, p. 64).2

Two decades of decentralized governance have also stabilized center-
periphery relations by making radical recentralization far less likely. As
early as 2004, one of the chief architects of decentralization, Ryaas
Rasyid (2004, p. 73), predicted that any attempt to recentralize would
produce “great tension” between the central and subnational govern-
ments. Vedi Hadiz (2010, p. 179) made this argument most forcefully
several years later, writing that the “interests that preside over local
power are by now so well-entrenched that they cannot simply be ignored
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or wished away” and predicting that any concerted effort to recentralize
Indonesia’s polity would entail a violent, unpredictable struggle. The
next section highlights the governance deficits associated with decen-
tralization that have facilitated the local consolidation of power.

Bringing Governance Closer to the People?

It is clear that local predatory interests have thrived under decentraliza-
tion, belying the good governance agenda of international institutions
and donors such as the World Bank (Hadiz 2010; Choi and Fukuoka
2015). This agenda assumes a “largely mutually reinforcing relationship
between decentralisation, good governance and the advancement of
market economies” (Hadiz 2010, p. 23). Instead, according to Hadiz,
predatory interests similar to those that oligarchists see as dominating
national politics have taken control of decentralized politics and have
used their control of political office for self-enrichment. The money and
political experience of New Order—era bureaucrats, politicians, and
businesspeople enabled them to outcompete civil society, labor, and the
peasantry in direct local elections as the latter groups struggled with the
legacy of authoritarian repression.

The predatory nature of much decentralized politics is clearly vis-
ible in the natural resources sector, encompassing such industries as
mining, logging, and palm oil production. Under decentralization, dis-
trict and provincial governments gained the authority to issue small-
scale licenses for these industries, as well as an increased share of
government royalties. This created a strong incentive for local actors
to facilitate the expansion of these industries. Palm oil production
more than tripled between 2000 and 2012, for example, although
decentralization was only one of the drivers (Pichler 2015, p. 517).
Rates of deforestation also increased under decentralization (Adrison
2013), although mining exploration and exploitation may actually
have decreased, at least in the case of legal activities (Fox, Adhuri,
and Resosudarmo 2005, p. 104; Gandataruna and Haymon 2011, p.
224). Natural resource license fees and royalties provided local gov-
ernments with locally derived revenue, prized as non-earmarked funds
that could be used for local discretionary spending, as well as the
opportunity to raise off-budget funds through kickbacks. In addition to
self-enrichment, such kickbacks and other donations by rent-seeking
local businesspeople were an important source of funds for local
politicians to fund expensive campaigns to win office as mayors and
governors (Mietzner 2011).
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So strong were the incentives to issue new licenses for resource
exploitation that district, provincial, and national authorities often
issued overlapping concessions to different resource companies or des-
ignated different uses for the same tract of land (for one example, see
Erman 2005, p. 212). In response to these problems, the central govern-
ment revoked the power of subnational government to issue forestry
licenses in 2002 and sought to clarify the division of authority to issue
mining permits between different levels of government in a 2009 law on
mining. In the case of forestry, the central government also sought to
give force to its revocation of local authority through a concerted law
enforcement drive against illegal logging in 2005 (McCarthy 2011, p.
103). John McCarthy observes the irony that such law enforcement may
simply have shifted rent seeking and profiteering to another industry;
powerful forestry actors evaded arrest and were spurred by the new
transaction costs of forestry to move to the palm oil sector.

Predatory interests, including many bureaucrats, businesspeople,
party politicians, and powerful families, have also done well in local
direct elections (Buehler 2013a). Undercutting the competitiveness of
these elections, incumbents have also enjoyed a significant advantage,
winning more than 50 percent of the vote overall by various estimates,
and perhaps as many as two-thirds of contests in which there has been
at least one incumbent running (McRae and Zhang 2015). Hadiz (2010)
draws on such details to argue that local direct elections have facili-
tated, and perhaps even strengthened, control of local politics by local
oligarchs. The high cost of running for office means candidates without
their own reserves of capital typically become indebted to oligarchic
backers. Incumbents thrown out of office are replaced by members of
the same dominant social interests, rather than by genuinely new can-
didates. The requirement for candidates to be nominated by political
parties helps the same social interests to dominate, because marginal-
ized groups such as labor and the peasantry lack a political party to
aggregate their interests.

Notwithstanding these successes, the imperative to attain electoral
success places an important new constraint on the same predatory inter-
ests (Mietzner 2010). The imperative to attain electoral success requires
candidates to present a pro-people image, spurring increased spending
of public funds on community interests (Zhang and McRae 2015),
including the rollout of local health insurance plans. In at least a few
intriguingly high-profile cases, local elections have also facilitated the
entry into the political system of reformist candidates who would other-
wise have been unlikely to gain office. Notable examples include the
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former governor of Jakarta, Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (Ahok); Surabaya
mayor Tri Rismaharini; former mayor of Bandung and now governor of
West Java, Ridwan Kamil; and the former mayor of Solo and current
president Joko Widodo.

As we write this in 2019, current president Joko Widodo merits
brief separate discussion in this context. Originally a furniture trader,
Widodo lacked the political connections or degree of wealth that
would have been required to win office through indirect elections.
When direct elections began in 2005, however, the local branch head
of the Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan (Indonesian Democratic
Struggle Party [PDI-P]), a Christian, was uncertain he could win a
popular vote and opted instead to position himself as Jokowi’s running
mate. Upon winning office, Widodo’s consultative brand of politics,
including seemingly impromptu visits to public spaces frequented by
the lower classes, gained him local popularity and national renown
(Mas’udi 2017). He gained more than 90 percent of the vote in 2010,
running for a second term, and became PDI-P’s candidate for the
much more important Jakarta gubernatorial elections in 2012. A two-
round victory over mediocre incumbent Fauzi Bowo saw Jokowi’s
profile increase still further, and less than two years into his term in
Jakarta, he won office as president.

An apparent paradox, given their poor governance outcomes, is the
popularity with voters of both decentralization and local direct elec-
tions. Indonesians consistently express satisfaction with decentralization
and local public-service delivery in opinion polls. Similarly, the govern-
ment was forced to backtrack on the abolition of direct local elections
in 2014 in the face of a public backlash. Mietzner attributes decentral-
ization’s popularity to the space it has created for the expression of
local identities, in spite of its poor governance outcomes. Blane Lewis
(2014, p. 152), by contrast, attributes the popularity of decentralization
to insufficient demand from citizens for a better quality of service pro-
vision from the government. Regardless, scholars across the spectrum
of analysis of Indonesian politics are united in their judgment that
Indonesia’s polity will remain significantly decentralized for the fore-
seeable future.

Elections

Viewed twenty years after the end of authoritarian rule, the reforms to
Indonesia’s authoritarian-era electoral system now look substantial.
The president, governors, and mayors are all now elected by popular
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vote, whereas each was indirectly elected by legislatures under author-
itarian rule. In legislative elections, voters only had a choice between
three regime-approved parties under Suharto; they can now choose
either a party or one of the party’s individual candidates. These
changes were made incrementally, however, and were driven as much
by the political interests of political parties as by a broader impulse
for democratic reform.

Indonesians turned to the task of holding fresh elections in 1999
following the fall of Suharto. It was widely acknowledged that the
authoritarian-era closed-list electoral system in which seats were allo-
cated proportionally by province offered insufficient accountability
(Ellis 2004, p. 499). Consistent with the centralized pattern of
Suharto’s rule, this system allowed Jakarta-based party leaders rather
than voters to determine who represented their party in the legisla-
ture—the ballot paper listed only parties, not candidates—and the size
of electorates made members of parliament (MPs) only weakly
accountable to constituents. A team appointed by Habibie to draw up
new electoral rules for the first postauthoritarian elections in June
1999 proposed a new system composed primarily of single-member
electorates, but political parties rejected this proposal (King 2003, p.
56). Instead, these elections retained the closed-list system and contin-
ued to assign votes to parties by province. Virtually the only accom-
modation of concerns over accountability was to nominally assign
MPs to represent districts within each province, to establish a connec-
tion with constituents (Ellis 2004, p. 500). The electoral commission
charged with implementing the 1999 election was also subjected to
greater, if imperfect, accountability. Half of its commissioners were
government officials appointed by the president and half were repre-
sentatives of political parties, producing what Dwight King (2003, p.
54) terms a semi-independent commission.® Despite these various
changes to the system for legislative elections, the conduct of the
1999 presidential election was consistent with authoritarian-era prac-
tice, whereby the president was elected indirectly by the MPR rather
than directly by popular vote.

Despite dissatisfaction with the conduct of the 1999 elections, fur-
ther legislative change was deferred until after the completion of con-
stitutional reforms in 2002 (Ellis 2004, pp. 504—505). In the meantime,
these constitutional reforms in themselves altered Indonesia’s electoral
system. The third amendment established direct elections for the pres-
idency, a change soon also made via legislation for the elections of
mayors and governors.* In both cases, these executive leaders were
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required to run as a single ticket combining a candidate and a deputy.
The constitution also established that the DPR and MPR would be
elected in their entirety, eliminating military and other appointees. In
lieu of its appointed members, the MPR would henceforth comprise the
DPR and an elected regional Representative Council (DPD). The latter
body comprises four non-party representatives per province, elected by
direct vote on the same day as legislative elections. Because the DPD
has turned out to be largely powerless in Indonesian politics, the
process of its election is not discussed further in this chapter. Continu-
ity was maintained with the past in five-year terms for the legislature
and executive, although the president, governors, and mayors were all
made subject to a two-term limit.

Following these constitutional changes, the new election law for
the 2004 legislative elections made two key changes. First, DPR mem-
bers would now be elected from multimember electorates, typically
spanning one to several districts and ranging in size from three to
twelve members (Ellis 2004, p. 507). Second, voters could now choose
a (political party) candidate rather than just a political party, as part of
a semi-open-list system. Under this system, a candidate lower on a
party list would automatically be elected ahead of candidates higher on
the list if they reached a certain quota of individual votes. In practice,
this reform still gave political parties almost absolute control over
which of their candidates would represent the party, as the quota was
set so high that only two candidates achieved it (Ufen 2010, p. 282).
This election was also the first to include a gender quota, requiring
political parties to allocate at least 30 percent of candidate slots to
women. After this quota produced only a modest increase in female
representation from 9.6 percent in 1999 to 11.1 percent in 2004, the
gender quota for the 2009 elections contained the additional require-
ment that one of every three candidates in descending order on a party
list be a woman (Hillman 2017, pp. 39—40). Since this modification,
the proportion of female candidates elected has risen to between 17 and
20 percent (Hillman 2017, p. 41; Ristianto 2019).

Following these 2004 elections, most significant changes to
Indonesia’s electoral system have been forced by constitutional court
decisions rather than enacted by the government and the legislature.
First, in 2008, the constitutional court loosened party control over elec-
tions by ruling the semi-open-list system unconstitutional, establishing
instead that the 2009 election would use an open-list system, meaning
that whoever among a party’s candidates received the highest individ-
ual vote tallies in an electorate would occupy any seats that the party
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won regardless of their position on the party list (Ufen 2010, p. 282). As
observers have widely noted, this system encourages all but the highest-
ranked candidates to campaign as individuals, rather than relying on the
party machinery to mobilize votes (Aspinall et al. 2017, p. 9). Subse-
quently, in 2014, the constitutional court also intervened to force the
legislative and presidential elections to be held on the same day, starting
in 2019. This was a surprising decision; writing just before the 2004
elections, Ellis (2004, p. 505) judged that the amended constitution was
silent on whether elections would be held simultaneously or in stag-
gered fashion. These simultaneous elections in 2019 were generally
viewed unfavorably. Voter turnout was high, but the added complexity
of holding five elections on the same day was widely seen as an exces-
sive burden for electoral authorities.

Interests

What interests underpin the choices that have determined Indonesia’s
democratic-era electoral system? It is clear that political party self-interest
has consistently played a strong role in most choices. Ellis (2004, p. 500)
provides an illuminating example from deliberations over the 1999 elec-
tion law, observing that the regime party, Golkar, rather than newly
formed parties, was the chief supporter of ostensibly reformist proposals
to adopt a system composed primarily of single-member electorates.’
Golkar judged this system would be to its advantage, Ellis recounted,
because it could expect to dominate smaller electorates outside Java,
where state spending under Suharto had been especially important to
local economies. In the same vein, for the 2004 elections, Golkar sup-
ported and PDI-P opposed a continuation of anti-Java bias in the alloca-
tion of seats in the DPR, consistent with the geographic pattern of each
party’s support. Disparate party interests have also ensured that Indone-
sia maintains only a modest parliamentary threshold, currently set at its
highest level ever of 4 percent for 2019. Larger parties have typically
favored a higher threshold but have compromised with minor parties
worried about their parliamentary survival. Party self-interest was also
an important factor in political decisions on the shift to direct elections
for the presidency. PDI-P’s decision to shift from opposing direct elec-
tions to supporting them is widely held to have been driven by
Megawati’s ultimately mistaken belief that she could win the first direct
election in 2004, for example (Horowitz 2013, p. 120).

Self-interest has not been the only factor driving electoral-system
decisions, however. A concern for national stability is another important
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factor. For legislative elections, this concern is reflected in the require-
ment that election participants be national parties, and arguably also in
Indonesia’s modest parliamentary threshold. On the latter point, Ellis
(2004, p. 508) argues that although Indonesia’s fragmented parliament
frequently attracts criticism, a significant further reduction in the number
of parties would risk leaving important social interests unrepresented in
the national legislature. On elections for heads of government, Marcus
Mietzner (2014, p. 64) highlights the requirement for joint tickets that
include a candidate and his or her deputy in gubernatorial and mayoral
elections as a shrewd electoral design decision that encourages coopera-
tion across ethnic and religious divisions in local elections. (The same
requirement of course applies to Indonesia’s direct presidential elections.)

Implications

Several important features of Indonesian democracy result from the
choices made regarding the country’s electoral system. Scholars have
traced in particular detail the effects of the open-list system for legisla-
tive elections on the nature of electoral competition and who gets elected
to the DPR. Aspinall et al. (2017, pp. 3, 9) argue that this open-list sys-
tem promotes vote buying as an important part of electoral competition
(see the section on patronage below), as candidates must develop per-
sonal networks outside the party machine in order to outcompete their
party colleagues, whom they perceive as their main competitors. Sebas-
tian Dettman, Thomas Pepinsky, and Jan Pierskalla (2017, pp. 112, 117)
also trace the advantage the system confers on incumbents and its disad-
vantageous effect for women; in a context in which they found that the
average winning candidate gained 5.45 percent of the vote in 2014,
incumbents received a share of the vote 2.67 percentage points higher
than nonincumbents, and female candidates received a 0.5 percentage
point lower share of the vote. This “penalty” for female candidates is
doubly notable, given that the open-list system partially nullified the
gender quota requirement that one in every three candidates in descend-
ing order on party lists be a woman. Ben Hillman (2017, p. 43) argues
that apart from freeing voters to choose any candidate regardless of rank-
ing on the list, the high-cost individual-based campaigning the open-list
system promotes disadvantages female candidates, who in patriarchal
Indonesia generally have less access to business-community sponsors.
The parliamentary and presidential election thresholds also have an
important effect on Indonesia’s democratic polity. Minor party interests
have arguably dominated in the case of the parliamentary threshold,
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which has ranged from 2 percent in 1999 to 4 percent in 2019. This
threshold has also been weakly applied; after it failed to meet the parlia-
mentary threshold for the 1999 election, at which time the threshold
determined participation in the next election, the Partai Keadilan (Justice
Party [PK]) was nevertheless allowed to compete in the 2004 elections
simply by altering its name slightly to the Partai Keadilan Sejahtera
(Prosperous Justice Party [PKS]).

The presidential election threshold, by contrast, is set at a level that
significantly constrains electoral competition, reflecting major party
interests. Under this threshold, to nominate a candidate pair, political
parties must form coalitions composing at least 20 percent of seats in
the DPR or 25 percent of valid votes in the preceding general election.®
Although in mathematical terms as many as five candidate pairs could
contest an election, in practice no more than three candidate pairs are
likely to contest an election held with this threshold. This small number
of candidate pairs has produced strong, even excessive, continuity in the
choices offered to voters. The first election held under this threshold in
2009 was criticized for its uninspiring set of candidates, contested as it
was by the incumbent president, his first-term deputy, and the incum-
bent’s defeated rival in the 2004 election. Despite a manifest public
mood for new leadership choices, the 2014 election was then contested
by only two candidates—the winner Joko Widodo and his defeated rival
Prabowo Subianto. The 2019 election was a repeat of 2014, with Jokowi
and Prabowo the only two candidates.

Free and Fair

Finally, do Indonesian elections reliably reflect the will of the voters?
This question was understandably a major concern for Indonesians and
international observers in the early democratic era, given extensive
fraud in Suharto-era elections (King 2003, p. 53). Ellis (2004, p. 506)
writes that concerns about fraud were a significant constraint on election-
system design, effectively restricting Indonesia to systems in which
votes could be counted at the voting station. Such counts often attract a
crowd of local residents, with voting-booth officials holding up each
ballot paper in public view before recording the vote.

Concern about fraud prompted Indonesian authorities to invite inter-
national observers to monitor its elections in 1999 and 2004.” Among the
monitors have been the Carter Center, the National Democratic Institute,
the European Union (EU), and the Asian Network for Free Elections
(ANFREL). Although these groups have noted various deficiencies in the
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implementation of elections in Indonesia, they have declared these elec-
tions free and fair, being without systematic vote-rigging or other fraud.

Over time, concerns regarding fraud in Indonesian elections have
come to focus on the so-called recapitulation process, whereby votes are
tallied at progressively higher levels of administration. In the 2014 leg-
islative elections, some candidates feared that rivals (including, or even
particularly, candidates from the same party) could pay off electoral offi-
cials to inflate their individual vote tallies and thereby win a seat in the
legislature. Concern about post-ballot manipulation peaked with the 2014
presidential elections, however, in which both candidates publicly
claimed victory on election night. Although credible quick counts showed
Joko Widodo to be the winner on election night (July 9), the official result
was not announced until July 22 (Zhang 2014). A volunteer movement
called Kawal Pemilu (Guard the Election) mobilized to conduct its own
tabulation well ahead of the official result, however, relying on a trans-
parency initiative undertaken by the electoral commission to post scans of
all voting-station ballot forms on its website (Postill and Saputro 2017).
This crowd-sourced tabulation effectively made it impossible to manipu-
late the count, and Jokowi was confirmed as the winner after Prabowo’s
challenge of the result at the constitutional court failed.

Concerns that the tabulation process would be manipulated were
again raised in 2019, but this time by the Prabowo camp. Quick counts
again showed Prabowo to have lost the election; he again claimed vic-
tory, regardless. Alleging cheating, Prabowo appealed to his supporters
to guard the tabulation process from the ballot box upward through its
various stages. Some of his principal supporters also called for “people
power” if cheating occurred. Despite this pressure, the electoral commis-
sion’s official count showed Joko Widodo to be the winner, in line with
the election-day quick counts. Prabowo supporters launched violent
protests following the announcement of the result, targeting the Electoral
Supervisory Body (Bawaslu), which had rejected claims by the Prabowo
camp that electoral authorities were biased, for lack of evidence. Eight
people were killed in riots stretching over two nights and a day, although
the circumstances of their deaths remained unclear (Pramono 2019). The
Prabowo camp lodged a challenge to the election result with the consti-
tutional court, which once again failed to change the result.

Political Parties and Political Islam

Indonesian political parties have acquired an invidious reputation,
among both voters and scholars. Parties, along with the national legisla-
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ture, consistently rank as the least trusted of Indonesia’s public institu-
tions in opinion polls, often with a majority of respondents expressing
little or no trust in them.? Illustrative of the low esteem in which they
are held, proposals to increase state subsidies to political parties rou-
tinely founder in public controversy, although a modest increase was
achieved in 2017. For their part, various scholars criticize Indonesian
parties for lacking ideological consistency and failing to effectively rep-
resent societal interests, for cartel-like collusion, and for concerning
themselves primarily with profit seeking rather than programmatic pol-
icy outcomes (Tomsa 2018; Slater 2018; Hadiz 2010). Political scientist
Stephen Sherlock (2012, p. 559) encapsulates much of this critique: “At
the very bottom of the hierarchy of matters of interest to national party
leaders stands the power of the [parliamentary] committees to make
policy decisions, to review the objectives of legislation drafted by gov-
ernment ministries or to decide on the appropriate wording of a bill ini-
tiated by parliament.” Except when a bill impinges directly upon party
interests or has come to particular public attention, he writes, matters of
policy are a lower priority for party leaders than occupying party lead-
ership or cabinet positions, securing influential positions for supporters,
or controlling parliamentary committees with authority over finances.

Those with a more favorable view of Indonesian political parties
acknowledge many of these deficits but observe that Indonesian par-
ties do not perform unusually poorly. Mietzner (2013, p. 218) argues
that perceived deficits, such as the weak association of voters with
parties, are typical of the global shift away from a mass-membership
model. Overall, he judges, Indonesian parties compare favorably with
their counterparts in other new democracies in East Asia, Latin Amer-
ica, and Eastern Europe.

These bleak assessments of Indonesian parties are a stark reversal
from the euphoria that greeted the opening of the political system in
1998. For most of Suharto’s New Order, only three political parties
were allowed, representing the regime (Golkar), Islam (Partai Persat-
uan Pembangunan (Development Unity Party [PPP]), and secular
nationalism and minority religions (Partai Demokrasi Indonesia
(Indonesian Democratic Party [PDI]). Such had been the dissatisfaction
with the constrained party system of the New Order that a protest
movement had sprung up calling for voters to punch the blank white
space between the party symbols on the ballot paper rather than choose
any of the regime-approved parties. Voters thereby cast a so-called
golput (golongan putih, or white group) vote, a satirical play on words
of the name Golkar, the regime party. In the 1999 elections, with the
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restrictions removed, around 200 new parties registered to compete
against their New Order—era forebears, of which forty-eight were
approved to compete and twenty-one gained seats in the national legis-
lature. Indicative of the enthusiasm for parties and the political process
at the time, turnout in these elections was 93 percent, a percentage that
has not been matched in subsequent elections. The number of political
parties gaining seats in the national legislature has roughly halved in
subsequent elections—sixteen parties contested the 2019 election, and
nine gained seats in the national legislature’—as a result of Indonesia’s
modest electoral threshold. Nevertheless, as noted in Chapter 4, multi-
party elections, with no party approaching a majority share of seats or
votes, have persisted as a core feature of the political system.

What distinguishes present-day Indonesian political parties? In set-
ting out the differences between Indonesia’s current parties, Mietzner
(2013, p. 219) argues that the most important ideological cleavage
results from attitudes about political and social Islamization. Oppo-
nents of such Islamization include two of the New Order—era parties,
PDI (rebranded as the PDI-P) and Golkar, as well as each of three so-
called presidential parties (Tomsa 2018), which lack any programmatic
agenda of Islamization. Formed primarily to serve as personal political
vehicles for their patrons, the ideological positioning of the presiden-
tial parties is not surprising, given that two of the three are splinter par-
ties from Golkar.!” The fourth, Partai Demokrat (Democratic Party),
describes itself as “nationalist-religious,” a designation Mietzner ana-
lyzes as intended to distinguish it both from more secular parties and
from explicitly Islamic parties.

Stretching toward the opposite end of the spectrum, in support of
Islamization, are Indonesia’s four Islamic parties.!! Admittedly, these
parties vary considerably in their commitment to Islamization. Andrée
Feillard and Rémy Madinier (2011, p. 223) explain the different parties’
varying commitment in terms of a divide between pluralist Islamic par-
ties, for which Islam is an identity, and Islam-based parties, for which
Islam is a programmatic project. The pluralist category includes the two
parties associated with Indonesia’s largest Islamic organizations—Partai
Amanat Nasional (National Mandate Party [PAN], associated with the
religious organization Muhammadiyah) and Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa
(National Awakening Party [PKB], associated with Nahdlatul Ulama).
Both are ambivalent advocates of Islamization, having the Pancasila
rather than Islam as their ideological basis. By contrast, the New Order—
era PPP and PKS both have Islam as their explicit ideological founda-
tion, thus composing Feillard and Madinier’s Islam-based category.
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Indeed, PKS is typically considered the most explicitly Islamist of
Indonesia’s political parties, having arisen out of the Islamic tarbiyah
(education) campus study group movement in the 1970s.

For these four parties, their support of a greater role for Islam in pub-
lic life has brought only limited electoral success. The cumulated vote for
Islamic parties in postauthoritarian Indonesia has never exceeded 39 per-
cent, even though Muslims form an overwhelming majority in Indonesia.
That percentage is lower than public support for several elements of an
Islamic agenda in politics, but not decidedly so. In a 2017 survey, Diego
Fossati (2017, p. 6) found that an average of 46 percent of the popula-
tion supported seven elements of political Islam, ranging from 36 per-
cent support for Islam to be Indonesia’s only official religion, to 58 per-
cent support for the importance of choosing only a Muslim as leader in
elections, and 63 percent support for sterner penalties for blasphemy.

Moreover, even among voters who desire greater Islamization,
Islamic political parties face challenges from both flanks. At one
extreme, non-Islamic parties have adopted elements of the Islamization
agenda, diminishing the electoral appeal of the Islamic parties. Tomsa
(2018) notes that at the other end of the spectrum, militant organiza-
tions such as the Front Pembela Islam (Islamic Defenders Front [FPI])
have usurped even PKS as the most visible champions of Islamist
causes, further eroding their appeal. Nor have Islamic parties been
immune from the corrupt practices that pervade Indonesian politics,
with PKS in particular mired in the lurid “Beef-gate” corruption scan-
dal ahead of the 2014 elections. PKS used its control of the Ministry of
Agriculture to manipulate beef import quotas and build an electoral
war chest; senior party figures were prosecuted, and lurid details of
their behavior were splashed across the pages of Indonesia’s newspa-
pers (McRae 2013b, p. 295).

Mietzner (2013, p. 181) argues that the religious cleavage just dis-
cussed is linked to a second dividing line among various Indonesian
parties, based on their differing views on center-periphery relations. In
broad terms, he posits that more Islamic parties are more supportive of
regional autonomy, whereas nationalist opponents of Islamization, such
as PDI-P (as well as traditionalist Islamic parties such as PKB), support
strong central control. This divide reflects a historical association
between Islamism and regional rebellion, a correlation Fossati (2017)
has sought to demonstrate at the societal level through public opinion
polling; in his 2017 survey, Fossati finds a correlation between political
Islamism and support for local governments to have the power to enact
heterogeneous local laws.
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It is worth noting that the divide between opponents and supporters
of Islamization should not be seen as absolute. As mentioned above,
non-Islamic parties have at times embraced an Islamizing agenda.
Michael Buehler (2013b), for example, observes that Golkar politicians
have often been the driving force behind adoption of local syariah
(Islamic law) by-laws in several of Indonesia’s districts and provinces, as
opposed to politicians from Islamic parties. These by-laws range from
prohibitions of vice to regulation of Islamic education, finance, and alms
to various other doctrinal matters (Pisani and Buehler 2017, p. 739).

The 2017 Jakarta gubernatorial election also demonstrates both the
salience and the blurred lines of this cleavage. In this election, the
incumbent Christian Chinese-ethnic governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama
(Ahok) lost over two rounds to former Islamic university rector Anies
Baswedan, despite preelection polling indicating high approval ratings
for Ahok’s performance as governor. Two months before the election, a
doctored video of a speech by Ahok circulated in which he appeared to
say that voters were being deceived by a verse of the Quran into voting
against him, providing the pretext for hard-line Islamic groups to mobi-
lize huge protests against him under the banner of “Defending Islam.”
The protests secured Ahok’s prosecution for blasphemy, for which he
received a two-year prison sentence soon after his electoral defeat
(Hadiz 2017a; Mietzner and Muhtadi 2017; Wilson 2017).

Regarding the salience of party ideological divides, on the one
hand, the coalition of parties that nominated Ahok were all opponents
of Islamization, exposing him to Islamist attacks. On the other hand,
the presidential party Gerindra, led by Prabowo Subianto, joined with
the Islamist PKS to back a candidate who openly supported the notion
that only a Muslim could legitimately lead Jakarta. Indeed, although
Gerindra as a party does not have a programmatic emphasis on Islam,
party leader Prabowo has long cultivated links with hard-line Islamic
groups for political advantage.'? Overall, in determining coalition-
forming behavior, ideological divides work only at the extremes. It is
almost unforeseeable for PDI-P and PKS to enter into a coalition in the
national legislature, for example. Beyond this example, we do not gen-
erally see ideologically coherent coalitions, either to nominate presi-
dential candidates or in government.

A brief digression is in order here to consider the influence on polit-
ical outcomes of extra-parliamentary groups such as the FPI and Hizbut
Tahrir Indonesia (HTT). Although their shared involvement in the massive
mobilization against Ahok in late 2016 has seen the two groups lumped
together, the two organizations differ markedly in overall goals and meth-
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ods. FPI operates openly as a vigilante group concerned with “a socially
conservative ‘anti-vice’ and ‘anti-apostasy’ agenda” rather than with the
“radical transformation” of the Indonesian state to become an Islamic
state (Wilson 2014, p. 248). With a membership of around 150,000 and
clear links to the security forces, leading scholar of the FPI Ian Wilson
(2014, pp. 264-265) writes that the group “has sought to occupy an
ambiguous middle-ground between Islamic organization, assistant to the
authorities and also ‘radicals’ prepared to take violent direct action.” HTI
differs in that it has as its explicit goal the establishment of an Islamic
state in Indonesia that would become part of a global caliphate; it also
rejects violence as a means to reach this political end. It existed as a clan-
destine organization during the Suharto era and has retained some of this
secrecy under democratic rule; although it operates openly, it reveals nei-
ther the identity of its leadership nor the size of its membership. A further
contrast with FPI is HTI’s international dimension. Hizbut Tahrir is a
transnational organization operating (and banned) in many countries
across the globe (Ward 2009, pp. 150-151). Also in contrast to FPI, it has
maintained a program of infiltration of government agencies to serve its
political goals (Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict 2018, p. 18).

Such groups are presented with the opportunity to position them-
selves credibly as representatives of Indonesia’s Muslims, Hadiz (2014, p.
44) argues, because of the failure of Islamic political parties in Indonesia
to mount a credible challenge to achieve control of the state. Indeed, FPI
prizes attacks on targets that have also attracted the opprobrium of the
mainstream Muslim community, so as to overcome the disdain of other
Muslim groups for its methods and its general whiff of gangsterism (Wil-
son 2014, p. 258). Such targets have included the Indonesian version of
Playboy magazine and advocacy for anti-pornography legislation, the
Ahmadi sect of Muslims, and perhaps most famously, Ahok. The modus
vivendi of these often violent protests, Wilson writes, is to gain visibility
for the organization that extends beyond its modest membership numbers,
while avoiding well-connected targets or levels of violence that would
spur decisive state action against it. Whether FPI transgressed these
boundaries in its actions against Ahok remains an open question. Follow-
ing Ahok’s conviction for blasphemy, police announced an investigation
into FPI leader Rizieq Shihab on pornography charges pertaining to
leaked screenshots of salacious Whatsapp exchanges with a female fol-
lower, spurring Rizieq to go into self-imposed exile. He remained over-
seas for the entirety of the 2019 elections.

HTI has attracted an even sterner response to its involvement in the
anti-Ahok protests. The Indonesian government enacted emergency
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legislation in 2017, giving it broad powers to proscribe “anti-Pancasila”
organizations, which it promptly applied to ban HTI. This move stood in
stark contrast to previous government tolerance of the group, which
Ward (2009, p. 162) had judged likely to continue for as long as the
group maintained its nonviolent approach. The Jakarta-based Institute
for Policy Analysis of Conflict (IPAC) attributes this shift in attitude to
changed political circumstances. Banning HTI in the wake of the anti-
Ahok campaign enabled the government both to directly weaken the
protest movement and to court favor with traditionalist Islamic mass
organization Nahdlatul Ulama, for which HTI was a despised competitor
for influence among its membership (IPAC 2018, pp. 18-19).

The anti-Ahok protests may thus constitute the high-water mark for
the influence of extra-parliamentary advocates of political Islam, at least
in the short term. With no sign of Islamic parties expanding beyond their
supporting role in the party system, however, such groups will continue
to enjoy the opportunity to present themselves as the authentic champi-
ons of an Islamic agenda.

Patronage, Corruption, and Dynasties

Democratic Indonesia inherited a highly corrupt system of government
from Suharto’s authoritarian regime. At all levels of government, public
officials and bureaucrats allocated state resources to clients and cronies,
and kickbacks were required to solicit favorable government decisions or
even receive routine government services. Suharto exercised highly cen-
tralized control over what the economist Ross McLeod (2000, p. 101)
describes as a “franchise” system, in which Suharto enjoyed the power
to privately tax economic activity, with subordinates at lower levels of
government as franchisees able to act in the same way. In return, Suharto
received loyalty and either direct payments or favorable business terms
for himself and his closest cronies. Over time, as Vedi Hadiz and Richard
Robison (2013) observe, various of these franchisees also expanded
beyond the mere taxing of economic activity to become businesspeople
in their own right, with the illegal businesses of senior military officers
a notable example. Nevertheless, under this system, no rival emerged to
credibly challenge Suharto’s control. In the words of the political scien-
tist Jeffrey Winters (2013, pp. 105), “No matter how big or rich you
became, Suharto could break you.” When Suharto fell, his control of the
system was removed, but most of those who had profited under his rule
were nevertheless able to preserve their wealth (Hadiz and Robison
2013; Winters 2013, pp. 106-107; Aspinall 2013b, p. 34). Under demo-
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cratic rule, therefore, a more diffuse system of patrons competing for
influence and control of resources emerged to replace Suharto’s highly
personalized and centralized patronage network.

Money Politics

Howard Dick and Jeremy Mulholland (2011, p. 66) describe the Indone-
sian democratic state as a political marketplace where monetary pay-
ments “become an explicit part of negotiations over political outcomes
within the state itself, as well as between state actors and the rest of soci-
ety.” Examples abound to illustrate the resultant pervasive nature of such
illicit payments and broader corruption. Much as no single case can
illustrate the full extent of such practices, the following example is per-
haps emblematic of the pervasiveness of the political marketplace. In
2017, the Riau provincial prosecutor’s office brought charges against
eighteen individuals for suspected graft in the construction of an anticor-
ruption monument in the provincial capital, Pekanbaru (Reuters 2017)!

Corrupt practices are endemic in most Indonesian law enforcement
and judicial institutions (McRae 2013b). Bribes to police, prosecutors,
and judges are routine, and all such institutions are periodically the
focus of major public scandals. Perhaps the highest-profile law enforce-
ment scandal of the Jokowi government has been the cancellation of
President Jokowi’s nomination of a new national police chief in 2015,
because the respected Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi (Corruption
Eradication Commission [KPK]) promptly named the nominee as a
corruption suspect. Indeed, it was indicative of the checkered track
record of many prominent political figures that when President Jokowi
asked the KPK to vet an initial shortlist of cabinet appointees for his
first administration, the commission assigned black marks to several
prospective ministers and rejected them.

Beyond law enforcement and the judiciary, numerous ministers, gov-
ernors, and mayors around Indonesia have been arrested for corruption,
often while in office, as have equally large numbers of MPs. Political
parties use their control of ministries to amass electoral war chests,
partly because of the low level of state funding they receive, compared
with their counterparts in less corrupt jurisdictions (Mietzner 2015).
Bribes and kickbacks are rife within Indonesia’s national and local leg-
islatures, determining budgetary allocations, the appointment of public
officials, the issuing of licenses, and even the content of legislation
(Dick and Mulholland 2011, pp. 79-83). Vote buying by candidates is
widespread in legislative elections, encouraged by an electoral system in
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which candidates must compete not only against other parties but also to
surpass the individual vote tallies of their own party’s other candidates.

Newer institutions formed under democratic rule, such as the con-
stitutional court, were initially seen as relatively clean, owing to their at
least partial detachment from entrenched patronage practices. Since
2010, however, the constitutional court has also been repeatedly rocked
by corruption scandals. Its chief justice was sentenced in 2014 to life
imprisonment for corruption and money laundering pertaining to an
electoral dispute. Another judge at the court, former justice minister
Patrialis Akbar, was imprisoned in 2017 for bribery, and still another
judge resigned in 2011.

Although illicit payments are ever-present in the operation of
Indonesian democracy, it would be wrong to think of the Indonesian
polity as a system where political outcomes are simply auctioned to the
highest bidder. As Dick and Mulholland (2011, p. 66) emphasize, “mon-
etary payments . . . are only part of the transaction” in a political mar-
ketplace. Many patronage networks are structured at least loosely along
long-standing religious, ideological, and ethnic divisions in Indonesian
society (Aspinall 2013b). Such divisions thus continue to play a role in
determining access to resources. For instance, anthropologist Lorraine
Aragon (2007, pp. 41-42) highlights the practice of “unequal opportu-
nity buying,” whereby bureaucrats may help other members of their eth-
nic group obtain jobs without themselves receiving any direct material
benefit. In another example, a fine-grained study of vote buying in Cen-
tral Java in the 2014 elections found that monetary payments by candi-
dates to voters functioned as an “entry ticket,” “akin to the price of
entry paid by candidates, who are then assessed by voters on other
grounds” (Aspinall et al. 2017, p. 21). Aspinall and his associates found
candidates were most successful if they had strong personal networks of
loyalists, in addition to the ability to pay this entry ticket.

Powerful political families are another feature of Indonesian patron-
age politics that ensures that the spoils do not simply accrue to the highest
bidder. A feature of political landscapes across Southeast Asia, such fam-
ilies are present in Indonesia at both the national and local levels (Purdey
2016a). Two key examples in national politics are the Sukarno family, of
which both Indonesia’s founding president Sukarno (1945—-1966) and its
fifth president, Megawati (2001-2004), were members (Mietzner 2016),
as well as the Djojohadikusomo family, notable in contemporary politics
on account of Prabowo Subianto’s frequent forays into presidential elec-
tions (Purdey 2016b). Former president Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono
appears to be attempting to forge multigenerational influence, with one of
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his sons currently an MP for the Partai Demokrat, and another son run-
ning unsuccessfully for the post of Jakarta governor in 2017.

Typically, the reach of such families extends beyond formal elected
office into other positions of political agency, such as media, political
parties, state institutions, and business, often in rent-seeking industries
(Purdey 20164, p. 323). Interestingly, though, despite the broad patron-
age resources such networks place within their control, in the Indonesian
case such families have struggled to maintain control of electoral office.
For example, Megawati Sukarnoputri was roundly defeated as an incum-
bent candidate by Yudhoyono in Indonesia’s first direct presidential elec-
tion in 2004, and again defeated by Yudhoyono in 2009, and none of her
children are considered realistic presidential candidates, although many
suspect that her daughter Puan aspires to the role. Prabowo Subianto was
Megawati’s running mate in their unsuccessful 2009 campaign, then los-
ing to Jokowi in 2014 and 2019. Agus Yudhoyono, son of Susilo Bam-
bang Yudhoyono, turned out to be the lowest ranked of the three candi-
dates in the 2017 Jakarta gubernatorial campaign. At the local level, too,
powerful local families have struggled to monopolize political office, as
the structure of the economy does not make poor voters dependent en
masse on local elites, nor does it enable local elites to rig electoral rules
to their advantage or bring local security and judicial institutions under
their direct control (Buehler 2018). Consistent with such a conclusion, in
case studies of attempts at dynastic succession at district level in Central
Kalimantan Province, Aspinall and Uhaib As’ad (2016, pp. 421-422)
found that outgoing district heads who had completed their two-term
limit typically tried to install a family member as their successor, but that
the anointed successor in most cases failed to win office.

Combating Corruption

Of the various efforts the Indonesian government and nonstate reform-
ers have undertaken to combat corruption and patronage politics, the
establishment in 2003 of Indonesia’s Corruption Eradication Commis-
sion, the KPK, stands as the most important. Before its establishment,
most high-profile corruption cases had not resulted in conviction. A
long cast of powerful figures, including former president Suharto and
DPR speaker Akbar Tanjung, were able to use their political connec-
tions and financial resources to have the legal cases against them
thrown out (Juwono 2016). Reflecting this track record, the legislation
establishing the KPK empowered it both to take over stalled cases from
police and prosecutors and did not permit the KPK to drop a case prior
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to court trial once it had established an individual as a suspect. Since its
formation, the KPK has consistently tackled high-profile cases. Accord-
ing to the commission’s own statistics, between 2004 and 2017, it pros-
ecuted twenty-five government ministers or heads of state agencies, 144
national or local MPs, eighteen provincial governors, seventeen judges,
seven prosecutors, and two police officials, among others (KPK 2017).
During President Yudhoyono’s administration, the KPK prosecuted a
close relative of the president and the chairperson and treasurer of Yud-
hoyono’s political party. As mentioned above, the KPK forced President
Jokowi to cancel his nomination of a new police chief, and it has also
arrested the speaker of the national legislature, Setya Novanto, whom
many viewed as untouchable. Its persistent pursuit of such high-profile
cases has established the KPK as one of the most trusted and popular
institutions in present-day Indonesia. Illustrative of its popularity, Joko
Widodo courted then KPK chairperson Abraham Samad as his running
mate in 2014, although the partnership ultimately did not proceed.

Its pursuit of such high-profile figures has, nevertheless, exposed
the KPK to repeated attacks. Three confrontations with the police, in
2009, 2012, and 2015 in particular, have taken a heavy toll on the com-
mission. Each of the confrontations was triggered by the KPK’s inves-
tigation or prosecution of a senior police official, and in each case the
police retaliated by bringing trumped-up charges against KPK commis-
sioners. Although all but one of these cases were ultimately dropped,
the KPK received only belated support from the president in each
instance, effectively illustrating the limits of its reach. Additionally, leg-
islators have repeatedly sought to remove the KPK’s powers to wiretap
without a court warrant and to handle its own prosecutors, as well as to
defund or disband the institution. Any such moves are deeply unpopu-
lar, and as of 2019, all have foundered.

Although public support for the KPK is clear, some scholars have
questioned its effect on levels of corruption within Indonesia, which
remain consistently high. In 2017, Indonesia ranked ninety-sixth of 180
in the Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index, along-
side Peru, Brazil, and Thailand and below Timor-Leste, the Solomon
Islands, and Kuwait. Dick and Mulholland (2016), for example, criticize
the KPK’s capacity to have impact as amounting to “cutting off the
heads of a hydra.” Within Indonesia, such criticisms have manifested in
pressure on the KPK to focus more on prevention rather than prosecu-
tion—pressure that has at times appeared to be motivated less by a con-
cern to reduce levels of corruption than to reduce the number of prose-
cutions brought by the commission.
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Conclusion

Close examination of the mechanisms of Indonesian politics makes clear
both the new spaces where the public might exert pressure on political and
business elites, and the manifold successes of entrenched interests in insu-
lating themselves from new accountability processes. Discussion in the
following chapters will further explore the impacts of such democratic
deficits on various dimensions of Indonesian politics and society. The next
chapter, for example, concentrates on the relationship between business
interests and politics, as manifested in money politics, corruption, and
patronage, and the brakes this puts on efforts to improve social indicators.

Notes

1. This choice is made for simplicity, as the analysis in this chapter does not
rely on a distinction between urban municipalities (kota) and nonurban districts
(kabupaten). In other accounts, the latter are sometimes called “district heads.”

2. The province of Aceh is an exception to the requirement for national parties
to nominate local executives, as local parties are allowed in the province under the
2005 peace deal with GAM.

3. In the event, the electoral commission was considered to have performed
poorly in 1999 and was replaced by an independent commission soon afterward
(Ellis 2004, p. 504).

4. The constitutional provision on these elections for local heads of govern-
ment was ambiguous, saying only that they must be “democratically elected.”

5. King (2003, pp. 60-63) recounts that Golkar also proposed using elec-
torates based on districts rather than provinces, but this proposal was also rejected
on the basis that it would advantage the regime party because of its penetration of
the civil service.

6. The first direct presidential election in 2004 employed a lower threshold of
15 percent of DPR seats or 20 percent of valid votes.

7. One of the authors, Dave McRae, was a member of the Carter Center obser-
vation team for the presidential election in 2004.

8. In 2016, for example, only 39 percent of Indonesians expressed trust in
political parties and 49 percent in the national legislature, compared to 79 percent
expressing trust in the presidency and 80 percent in Indonesia’s anticorruption com-
mission (Indikator 2016, p. 11).

9. In addition to these national parties, several local parties contested the 2014
and 2019 elections for the provincial and district legislatures in Aceh province in an
exception granted to Aceh as part of the 2005 Helsinki peace agreement. The most
successful of these was the Aceh Party, associated with the former Free Aceh Move-
ment (GAM) independence movement.

10. The patrons of these two parties were formerly senior Golkar politicians:
former general Prabowo and his Partai Gerakan Indonesia Raya (Great Indonesia
Movement Party [Gerindra]); and business and media mogul Surya Paloh and his
Partai Nasional Demokrat (National Democratic Party [Nasdem]). Another presi-
dential party, Hanura, held seats in the national paliament from 2009-2019. Its ini-
tial patron was retired general, Wiranto.



106 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

11. A fifth Islamic party, Partai Bulan Bintang (PBB: Crescent Star Party), also
contested the 2014 elections but did not meet the electoral threshold.

12. As part of a so-called green Islamic faction within the military, Prabowo
established contact with hard-line Islamic groups during the late authoritarian
period (Feillard and Madinier 2011, pp. 57-60); he would later found Gerindra,
along with Fadli Zon, the leader of one of these groups.
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Persistent Inequality:
Health, Education, and Work

THIS CHAPTER SHEDS LIGHT ON SEVERAL INTERRELATED ASPECTS
of the fabric of Indonesian society—demography, health, education,
employment, and poverty—in order to identify factors and drivers of
inequality across the nation. It starts with a rough overview of Indone-
sia’s demographic growth and population distribution and proceeds to a
number of basic facts on health and health care. Given that people under
the age of twenty constitute the largest cohort of Indonesians, their con-
cerns, particularly education and employment, are emphasized. Finally,
the chapter directs attention to poverty and persistent inequality. A study
by the World Bank (2016) found that “Indonesia is at risk of leaving its
poor and vulnerable behind.” While poverty reduction is stagnating,
income inequality is rapidly rising. According to a study by Oxfam
International (2017), the gap between the richest and the poorest has
grown faster in Indonesia than in any other Southeast Asian country in
the twenty-first century. Not only are there more millionaires and bil-
lionaires than ever before, but the four richest Indonesians have accu-
mulated more wealth than the poorest 100 million people. Generally
speaking, inequality is impeding poverty reduction, suppressing eco-
nomic growth, and threatening social cohesion. However, given Indone-
sia’s regional disparities, there are significant local differences.

Demography

Since becoming independent in 1945, the population of Indonesia has
more than tripled, rising from 72 million people to more than 263 mil-
lion in 2017. Between 1970 and the late 1990s, the infant mortality rate
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declined dramatically, reaching an estimated rate in 2016 of 23.5 deaths
per 1,000 live births, and life expectancy increased by almost twenty
years (Maralani 2008, p. 696). The average life expectancy for Indone-
sian men is now 68.53 years and for women it is 73.69 years. Children
make up the largest cohort of the population, with 29 percent of the
population being under fifteen years in 2013 and only 8 percent over
sixty, resulting in a median age of about twenty-seven years for both
sexes. It is expected that by 2035, there will be 71 million old people
(14 percent of the population), most of whom will be women (Thristi-
awati et al. 2015). Lower birth rates, longer life expectancies, and better
health care are having an effect on the statistics of aging in Indonesia,
but compared to its Southeast Asian neighbors, the population of
Indonesia is still aging much more slowly (McDonald 2014, p. 40).
While urban populations age more slowly, in part because of the con-
stant flow of young arrivals to the cities, populations in rural areas are
aging rapidly. The consequences of these imbalances will only be fully
understood in a decade or two, when the impacts on agricultural pro-
ductivity become more apparent. Across both urban and rural popula-
tions, less than 16 percent of Indonesians are covered by old-age pen-
sion plans, thus the increase in life expectancy will result in higher
poverty among old people (Thristiawati et al. 2015).

Generally speaking, the distribution of Indonesia’s population is
extremely unbalanced. More than 130 million people live on the island
of Java, which has a population density of 2,903 people per square mile,
whereas Kalimantan, four times the size of Java, has only 15 million
inhabitants and a population density of seventy-six people per square
mile. Nevertheless, Kalimantan, which has had an economic boom, is
now one of the fastest-growing regions in the archipelago. Although the
dynamics of urbanization have been powerful since the 1970s, just over
one-half of Indonesia’s population lives in urban areas at present. Urban
economic development and growth have been concentrated in Java’s
largest cities (McDonald 2014, p. 45), making Jakarta, Surabaya, and
Bandung the nation’s largest cities by far.

With more than 263 million inhabitants in 2017, Indonesia’s popu-
lation makes up 3.5 percent of the world’s population; nevertheless,
Indonesia ranks as the world’s fourth most populous country. It is pre-
dicted that Indonesia’s population will reach 323 million people by
2050 (McDonald 2014, p. 40), or 380 million if the fertility rate stays at
its current level (Hull 2012, p. 208), which would make Indonesia the
world’s third-most-populous country. Because such estimates are based
on statistics of fertility and mortality that may often be flawed or not
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comprehensive owing to inconsistent data collection, it is advisable to
apply a healthy skepticism to their interpretation.

Fear of a population explosion has been common for many decades,
and that fear of overpopulation is at risk of politicization by populist
politicians. Marriage and parenthood remain crucial aspirations in the
lives of Indonesians. Because it was assumed that lower fertility rates
would help raise the standard of living, reducing the high fertility rate has
been a concern for Indonesia since the 1960s. Through a state-sponsored
family planning program, the Indonesian government promoted a “two
children are enough” (dua anak cukup) policy. Through this program,
not only were contraceptives distributed but education about family
planning, reproductive health, and other advantages of postponing mar-
riage was also delivered to change societal norms of fertility preferences
and family size. Since the family planning program’s early days, Muslim
clerics have questioned the government’s interventions in birth control,
criticizing in particular the use of intrauterine devices, condoms, and
abortion (Hull 2012). However, with the depoliticization of Islam under
Suharto, many clerics became more supportive of the family planning
policy, not least because their compliance gave them access to govern-
ment funding for prayer and Quran reading sessions in their local com-
munities (Hull 2012, pp. 201-202).

Although the fertility rate declined dramatically from the 1970s until
the early 1990s, from 5.6 to 2.9 children per woman (Maralani 2008, p.
697), the decline has since stalled, and the fertility rate has even increased
slightly (Hull 2012; McDonald 2014), resulting in continued rapid growth
in the Indonesian population. Some academics have suggested that more
conservative (Islamic) views became more widely accepted during the
reform era or reformasi and once again stimulated higher birth rates (Hull
2012), but this view is countered by the fact that fertility has declined
sharply in almost all other Islamic countries (McDonald 2014). Moreover,
in 2010, the highest fertility rates tended to be in Indonesia’s eastern
provinces, where there are greater numbers of Christians and higher lev-
els of poverty. Others have argued that decentralization has had a negative
impact on the national family planning policy in post-reformasi Indone-
sia, not least because the top-down approach of centralized government
was exchanged for a system in which local authorities had more say in
managing local budgets, which had damaging effects on the availability
of contraceptives and other health-related issues in some provinces. The
central government’s response to these deleterious effects of decentraliza-
tion was to make special budget allocations to encourage the various
regions to uphold their family planning policy.
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According to the 2012 Indonesian Demographic and Health Survey,
62 percent of all married women in Indonesia use contraception, as
opposed to less than 10 percent in the 1970s (Hull 2012). Hormonal
injections are now by far the most popular contraceptive method (used
by 32 percent), followed by the birth control pill (used by 14 percent)
(Misnaniarti and Ayuningtyas 2016, p. 1681). Despite the widespread
availability of modern contraceptive methods, some women cannot
afford to use them, some still lack sufficient knowledge on the risks of
pregnancy, and some are prohibited from using them by their husbands
or family for religious reasons.

Although there are no reliable data on pregnancy terminations, it is
estimated that more than 2 million abortions take place each year in
Indonesia (Hull and Widyantoro 2010, p. 175). Abortions are only per-
mitted in exceptional circumstances, such as when pregnancy is the
result of rape or when a mother’s life is in danger. The law states that
these abortions can only take place in the first six weeks of a pregnancy.
For more than four decades, activists and health professionals have lob-
bied the government to reform laws regulating pregnancy termination
and to improve clinical procedures, but little has been achieved so far.
Neither the revised Health Law (2009) nor the Regulation on Reproduc-
tive Health (No. 61/2014) contains any new policy. In 2018, this law
became the focus of national attention and further calls for reform when
a fifteen-year-old girl from Jambi, Sumatra, was sentenced to six months
in prison for undergoing an abortion performed by her mother after
being raped by her brother (Treat Rape Victim 2018).

Terence Hull and N. Widyantoro (2010, p. 177) note that relatively
few criminal actions are taken against abortion practitioners and their
clients and argue that the legislation is, therefore, more of a “moral state-
ment than a practical tool of social control,” yet the secrecy and poor
hygiene under which many abortions are carried out put the health of
many women at risk. Between 11 and 14 percent of the maternal mortality
rate in Indonesia (392 in 100,000 live births) is the result of unsafe abor-
tions, which translates to the death of between forty-three and fifty-five
women from unsafe abortions for every 100,000 live births (Sundawa
2014; Sedgh and Ball 2008). Of the approximately 4.5 million births per
year in Indonesia, only 67 percent are registered. Child and infant mortal-
ity rates have consistently declined in Indonesia in the last few decades as
health services for mothers and children have improved and become more
widely available (Trisnantoro et al. 2010). Yet chronic malnutrition contin-
ues to affect more than one-third of all Indonesian children, leaving them
stunted and inhibiting their cognitive development (World Bank 2015).
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Even though the broad trends in fertility and contraceptive use in
Indonesia since 2000 might suggest that fertility will continue to decline
and that population growth will slow, there are some indications that
such predictions should be approached with skepticism. For example,
although the size of Indonesian families has generally shrunk, recent
data show that the average age for first marriage of both men and
women has gone lower again (Hull 2016, p. 145). Urban women tend to
marry at age twenty-four (men at twenty-seven), but their rural counter-
parts are only twenty-one on average (men around twenty-five). Age
differences between spouses are also said to be widening. According to
the Marriage Law (1974), the legal age for marriage in Indonesia is
twenty-one, but with written parental consent, girls can marry at sixteen
(boys at nineteen). Allowing marriage at such an early age impedes the
protection of girls as children, prevents them from fulfilling their poten-
tial, and compromises their rights to education and reproductive health.
It is estimated that one in four girls is married before turning eighteen,
as there is substantial social and religious pressure, particularly in rural
areas, for young girls to be married to prevent premarital liaisons
(UNICEF 2015). Attempts to change Indonesia’s Marriage Law and
increase the minimum age for girls to marry to eighteen have been
unsuccessful because of the increasing influence of religious conser-
vatism, which has also stifled calls for an end to polygamy.

Health

Although life expectancy is lengthening in Indonesia, many people still
die before they reach the age of seventy of degenerative and preventable
diseases. Twenty-one percent of all deaths in Indonesia in 2012 were
caused by strokes, with ischemic heart disease (8.9 percent), diabetes
(6.5 percent), respiratory infections (5.2 percent), and tuberculosis (4.3
percent) being other main causes of death (World Atlas 2017). Increasing
environmental pollution, lack of clean water, malnutrition, and unbal-
anced nutrition cause serious damage to the health of Indonesians and
increase the risk of premature death. Compared with food in other Asian
countries, Indonesian food tends to be high in cholesterol. The growing
prevalence of a more Western diet also has the potential to increase the
number of deaths from obesity, diabetes, and coronary artery disease.
For Indonesian men, smoking tobacco is the number one killer,
causing strokes, heart attacks, lung cancer, and other cardiovascular and
respiratory diseases. About 400,000 die each year from smoking-related
illnesses (Britnell 2015, p. 46). Although alcohol abuse is lower in
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Indonesia than in non-Muslim societies, not least because of religious
sanctions on drinking alcoholic beverages, there has been a signficant
increase in drug abuse in the last two decades. According to reports by
the National Narcotics Agency (Badan Narkotika Nasional [BNN])
from 2008, there were between 3.1 to 3.6 million drug users in Indone-
sia, amounting to roughly 2 percent of the total population. In recent
political debates in regard to the death penalty, these numbers were
inflated to 4.5 million drug users, of whom an estimated forty to fifty
people died every day as a result of drug abuse; these numbers were,
however, projections based on the 2008 study and not on real counts.
The BNN statistics have been criticized widely as imprecise and as pro-
moting political outcomes such as the Indonesian government’s strong
support for the death penalty. Indonesia is one of three Asian coun-
tries—the others being Pakistan and the Philippines—with growing
HIV/AIDS infection rates; in 2013, an estimated 640,000 Indonesians
were living with HIV/AIDS. Religious sensitivities regarding homosex-
uality and premarital and extramarital liaisons impede the delivery of
public-health education.

According to the World Health Organization (2017b), Indonesia’s
total expenditure for 2014 on health care services amounted to 2.9 per-
cent of its gross domestic product (GDP), or US$299 per capita. Despite
substantial improvements since reformasi, access to health care is lim-
ited for many Indonesians. In 2013, there were 2,454 public and private
hospitals around the country (Badan Pusat Statistik 2017), of which
only twenty-five had been accredited by Joint Commission International
by 2017 (Joint Commission International 2017). With a total capacity of
305,242 beds, Indonesian hospitals in 2012 could not quite offer one
bed for every 1,000 of its population (World Health Organization 2017a).
The Indonesian capacity is one of the lowest in the Asia and Pacific
region, below that of countries with a much lower GDP, such as Viet-
nam, which had two beds for 1,000 people in 2010. Many hospitals still
lack sufficient, adequately trained medical practitioners, and their equip-
ment is often out of date. There is 0.2 of a physician and 1.2 nurses and
midwives available for every 1,000 inhabitants (World Atlas 2017). The
lowest level of health care is offered by integrated health service posts
(posyandu, pos pelayanan terpadu), run by communities and focused on
providing basic maternal care. As these statistics reveal, the Indonesian
government needs to invest more in its public-health system, as well as
in preventative health-care education.

Some crucial developments have taken place in recent years, but
not all are as beneficial as they might appear at first glance. In 2014,
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Indonesia introduced a system of universal health-insurance coverage,
partly in response to a 2000 addition to the constitution (Article 28H[3]),
which stipulates every person’s “right to social security to enable their
full development as dignified human beings.” Previously, under the
New Order, only a small number of Indonesians, such as civil servants
and members of the military, had access to health insurance and pension
plans. Some employees were covered by health care funded jointly by
employers and employees under the Jamsostek plan (Jaminan Sosial
Tenaga Kerja [labor social insurance]), which was undermined by
underreporting of staffing levels to the agency and corruption in the
administration of fees. The majority of working people had to pay out
of their own pockets for any health-care services they required.

Initiatives to implement laws for a national social-security system
to cover health services, pensions, and compensation for workplace
death and injury began as early as 2004 but were delayed during the
presidency of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, who took relatively little
interest in the issue, until 2011. The Yudhoyono government launched
a social-insurance plan for poor households (asuransi kesehatan
masyarakat miskin), which gave health-card holders free treatment in
public-health centers. By 2009, about 76.4 million people, almost one-
third of the population, were covered by this plan (Tadjoeddin 2014, p.
25). Serious efforts to craft a national social-security system resumed
only when a broad coalition of trade union and nongovernmental
organization (NGO) activists, lawyers, students, journalists, and other
professionals sued the government for negligence and lack of commit-
ment to implementing the 2004 legal provisions within the stipulated
five-year time frame (Jung 2016, p. 488). Under the new Law No. 24
of 2011 on Social Security Administering Bodies, health-care, work-
place accident, old age, and death benefits are guaranteed for all
Indonesian citizens through a compulsory insurance, with the govern-
ment obliged to pay premiums for those who cannot afford it.

With decentralization, social-welfare programs, including free
health-care programs, proliferated in parts of Indonesia. Local reformist
politicians competing for votes in Indonesia’s more than 500 subna-
tional entities started to introduce local health-care plans financed by
local budgets (Tadjoeddin 2014; Aspinall 2014). One of the first such
plans was introduced in Bali in 2003. These local initiatives were
known as Jamkesda (Jaminan Kesehatan Daerah [regional health insur-
ance]) and were replicated in many other districts in the following
years. Some were open to all residents, but most were free only for the
poor. For example, in late 2012, the Jakarta Health Card (Kartu Jakarta
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Sehat) was launched by Joko Widodo, then governor of the Special
Capital Region of Jakarta, to provide health insurance for Jakarta resi-
dents, especially the underprivileged. By 2012, 245 districts across
Indonesia had some sort of local health-care financing plan for the poor
at the puskesmas (pusat kesehatan masyarakat, or local health center)
level and sometimes even third-class hospital treatment (Sparrow et al.
2017; Pisani, Kok, and Nugroho 2017). Yet the identification of who
fell under the definition of being poor and was, therefore, deserving of
free services was complicated, as the poorest people often found it hard
to prove the precariousness of their livelihoods.

Despite considerable misdirection of health-care services to people
who clearly were ineligible to access them and the collection of illegal
fees by some health-service providers, the overall outcome of the local
initiatives was a substantial increase in health-care coverage. Eighty-six
million people out of a total population of 245 million had coverage in
2013, at a total cost of Rp8.29 trillion (US$861 million) (Rosser 2012;
Aspinall 2014, p. 808). In addition, NGOs and religious associations,
such as Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah, have been involved
in providing health-care services to people in need. Islamic parties, such
as Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (Prosperous Justice Party [PKS]), started to
offer welfare services in areas where local administrations failed to do
so, not least to garner political support in local and national elections
(Jung 2016). Yet these free or low-cost services are not equivalent to
good-quality services, which, after all, the political, vote-buying motives
of those proposing the services could not guarantee (Aspinall and War-
burton 2013). In 2014, a universal social health-insurance plan (Jaminan
Kesehatan Nasional [JKN]) was finally established, but the challenge
for the government remains to achieve actual health coverage through-
out Indonesia. Until this has happened, those with serious health condi-
tions who can afford to will continue to seek treatment in Malaysia, Sin-
gapore, Australia, and Europe.

Education

When Indonesia declared independence in 1945, there were just ninety-
two high schools and five universities for 72 million people, 95 percent
of whom could not read or write. Seventy years later, the UN Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reported liter-
acy rates in 2015 of 96.3 percent for men and 91.5 percent for women,
which represents a considerable achievement, as few nations have been
able to combat illiteracy in such a short period of time. Although there
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have been major changes in education in Indonesia since the end of the
New Order, its education system, like its health-care system, suffers
from a strong rural-urban divide that continues to contribute to inequal-
ity. Education plays a key role in shaping future national development,
and any investment in education made now will have long-term conse-
quences for the Indonesian workforce in the twenty-first century.

Basic Education

Indonesia’s formal education system has three levels of schooling: pri-
mary school (six years), junior secondary school (three years), and sen-
ior secondary school (three years). Senior secondary schooling may be
at a general senior high school or a vocational training school. Each
level of schooling is separated by a national examination. In 2017, there
were approximately 170,000 primary schools, 40,000 junior secondary
schools, and 26,000 high schools in Indonesia. Eighty-four percent of
these schools operate under the Ministry of National Education and the
remaining 16 percent under the Ministry of Religious Affairs.

Between the 1970s and the 1990s, educational provision and attain-
ment improved greatly, not least because of Indonesia’s heavy invest-
ment in education using economic gains from the oil boom (Suryadarma
2015). In 1973, for example, a program to build a primary school in
every village began, and 138,940 schools were constructed across the
country over the following ten years. Private schools do not play a huge
role in primary schooling, as demand is fully met by public schools;
they do, however, meet some niche demands for faith-based education.
At the junior and senior secondary level, the state is still unable to pro-
vide capacity for increasing enrollments, which gives space at second-
ary levels for private schools to enter, although most parents prefer pub-
lic schools over the private system (Suharti 2013). Altogether, private
schools make up about 7 percent of the total number of schools. There
is a significant lack of specialized schools providing education for stu-
dents with special needs and with special talents. In 2013, 70 percent of
students with disabilities did not have proper access to education (Major-
ity of Disabled 2013). Many observers agree that improving the quality
of secondary education is one of Indonesia’s top priorities, not least
because most students do not proceed beyond secondary school (di Gro-
pello 2013, p. 262; Suharti 2013, p. 34).

Since 1984, school attendance has been compulsory for the first
nine years, and, since decentralization, has become compulsory in
some provinces for twelve years, but there is little enforcement of this
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requirement, and those who do not or cannot comply are not sanc-
tioned. Boys and girls enroll in primary schools at the same rate.
Although universal enrollment in primary school education became a
reality in Indonesia in the early 1980s, it still falls short in terms of
universal completion of primary schooling (Suryadarma and Jones
2013, p. 2; Suharti 2013). In order to improve school attendance, assis-
tance programs for the poor (bantuan siswa miskin [BSM]) were
launched under President Yudhoyono (Yusuf and Sumner 2015). They
provide cash transfers of up to Rp450,000 to the families of vulnerable
and poor students to ensure their retention at primary school. In 2004,
nearly 20 percent of primary students and 26 percent of junior high
school students relied on these payments (Manning and Sumarto 2011,
p. 9). In 2005, the Bantuan Operasional Sekolah (BOS) school opera-
tional assistance grant was introduced to increase the funding for
expenses other than salaries in primary and junior secondary schools.
Upgraded in 2009, the BOS program sought to focus more on the pro-
vision of quality in education through spending on such things as better
teaching and better learning materials, but schools still lack many
requirements for the delivery of quality education.

In an evolving economy such as Indonesia’s, primary education is
no longer deemed sufficient, as it cannot produce a workforce with
adequate skills and competencies for the modern labor market. Sec-
ondary and tertiary education were once perceived as a privilege
reserved for a talented or affluent few, but it has now become essential
for anyone seeking an adequately paid job in contemporary Indonesia.
Although secondary school enrollment had increased to 86 percent in
2016, higher education remains expensive, and many of those who
have enrolled have had to abandon their studies halfway through
because they cannot afford to continue (Suharti 2013). Only 55 per-
cent of children from poor families are enrolled in secondary school
(Oxfam International 2017). The difference in school enrollment
between urban and rural areas remains extreme at higher school lev-
els, with rural areas in eastern Indonesia lagging furthest behind
(Slater 2013). In many remote parts of Indonesia, students’ access to
education remains blocked and talent is wasted because of the state’s
failure to provide adequate facilities.

The school dropout rate is about 3 percent per year, and as it applies
for each of the six years of primary schooling, the cumulative figure is
therefore 18 percent (Suharti 2013, p. 27). Many of the children who
drop out of primary school are functionally illiterate. Although it is com-
monly assumed that early school-leavers will become child workers,
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many in fact do not work immediately and remain economically inactive
(Utomo et al. 2014). However, some do join the workforce as, for exam-
ple, domestic helpers or petty traders. The informal economy can absorb
many poorly educated workers, but these people will be poorly paid for
many years, thus continuing the vicious circle of poverty for their fami-
lies. Girls who leave school early are likely to be economically and edu-
cationally inactive for a longer time during their formative years, tend to
marry earlier, and are less likely to reengage in education later on in life,
compared to their male peers (Utomo et al. 2014).

The government of Joko Widodo initiated a range of programs for
social assistance for those in or close to poverty, including the issuing of
the smart card (kartu Indonesia pintar). This program is expected to sub-
stantially extend the BSM plan, as smart-card holders are guaranteed
twelve years of free education and free higher education for poor stu-
dents who pass the university entrance exams (Jokowi Launches 2014).
The Indonesia smart card is targeted at 24 million poor students, includ-
ing students eligible for scholarships and others who cannot afford to
attend school. Primary school students can receive Rp225,000 (US$18.50)
per semester, junior secondary school students Rp375,000 per semester,
and senior secondary or vocational school students Rp500,000 per
semester. To upgrade the skills of the Indonesian workforce and restruc-
ture employment so that it no longer focuses on agriculture but instead
on trade, administration, and services, the Indonesian government needs
to dedicate more effort and more public spending to improving second-
ary and tertiary education.! However, additional spending on education
does not automatically improve the quality of teaching and learning. In
terms of spending available resources more efficiently and more trans-
parently, Indonesian schools have a long way to go.

When Indonesia faced a serious shortage of teachers in the early
2000s, particularly in remote rural areas, the central government
allowed the hiring of teachers on short-term contracts. Increasing the
number of teaching staff did not result in increasing teaching quality.
Lack of transparency in the recruitment process, overhiring, and general
corruption in the administration of BOS funding have meant that many
teachers and school principals, who are appointed directly by the dis-
trict head (bupati), ended up in prison (Junaedi 2016). Compared with
neighboring countries, too many of Indonesia’s teachers are poorly paid,
and to make things worse, there are no sanctions for their frequent
absence from class (Suharti 2013; World Bank 2010). In 2010, compe-
tency tests were introduced to motivate teachers to upgrade their skills
through incentive programs. Those who passed were given double
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salary payments, whether or not they fulfilled their duties in the class-
room. To pass the test all they needed to do was to take a short intensive
course, and many certified teachers performed no better than their
uncertified colleagues (Suharti 2013, p. 47). Teacher absenteeism con-
tinues to be a significant problem, particularly in remote areas; for
example, in some highland areas in Papua, one out of every two teach-
ers is absent on any given day (OECD/ADB 2015, p. 110; Munro 2013).
However, this figure does not even include those teachers who are at
school but do not enter the classroom to teach. Moreover, locally
appointed contract teachers (guru honorer) are exempt from the many
new standards for teachers with full civil-servant status. Although they
are mostly underpaid, there are at least 1 million contract teachers all
over the country, many of them hired by local politicians to reward
them for their support in local elections (Pisani 2013). Rather than
being driven by any motivation to educate Indonesia’s youth, many of
these teachers are more interested in the prospect of getting secure jobs
as civil servants. Promotion depends on loyalty and time served, and not
necessarily on motivation and competency (Rosser 2018).

A number of initiatives in Indonesia are aimed at improving pri-
mary education in remote areas (Slater 2013). Following models from
the 1950s, such as Pengerahan Tenaga Mahasiswa (Higher Education
Student Deployment Program), the NGO Indonesia Mengajar (Teaching
Indonesia Movement) set up by Anies Baswedan, who later became
minister for education and culture and then governor of Jakarta, has sent
dozens of university graduates to some of the country’s most isolated
and underresourced communities since 2010. Yet, despite exceptional
achievements, such programs are insufficient to properly address the
deep structural inequalities in contemporary Indonesia (Gellert 2015).

Although Indonesia spends more on education than many other
countries, including the United Kingdom and the United States when
expressed as a percentage of government spending, the quality of edu-
cation is very low according to international standardized tests. Of the
sixty-five countries participating in the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) test in 2015, Indonesia ranked sixtieth in
reading skills and sixty-fourth in math and science, well below Thailand
and Malaysia. Needless to say, students from poor families performed
worse than children from families of higher socioeconomic status. Gen-
erally, the blame for Indonesian students’ poor PISA and other test
scores is directed at poor training of teachers, many of whom do not
have university degrees, at teacher absenteeism, and at insufficient and
poor-quality textbooks and classroom equipment.
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But the material side of learning is only one factor in poor educa-
tion outcomes. The common mode of instruction in Indonesia favors
rote learning and memorizing from textbooks, with little nurturing of
critical and creative skills by teachers. Curriculums are developed cen-
trally. In recent years, science subjects were removed from the primary
school curriculum, and history and geography from the junior high
school curriculum, and the extra space was allocated to more teaching
of religion, citizenship, and Bahasa Indonesia (the official Indonesian
language) (Palatino 2013). In fact, the overall shift within the national
education system from secular to more religiously inspired instruction
is very obvious, particularly after the passing of Law 20/2003 on the
National Education System, which is regarded as accommodating rather
more the interests of conservative Muslims, such as state funding for
accredited religious schools.?

Despite the poor results in international tests, a majority of students
tend to pass the national exams, which raises serious doubts about
actual student achievement in the Indonesian education system. How fit
are young Indonesians to navigate effectively in the modern world?
How equipped are they for the requirements of the modern workplace?

Religious Schools

The regulation of education in Indonesia is exceptional in that there is not
one ministry but two with responsibility for administering education
across the archipelago. The Ministry of Religious Affairs oversees most
public and private religious schools (madrasah), of which there are more
than 45,000, mostly at the primary and junior high school level (Kingham
and Parsons 2013, p. 68). Religious schools are set up either by local
communities or Islamic organizations in lieu of state-funded schools, and
they are attended by about 6 million students, often from poor families in
disadvantaged areas. The quality of these schools and the education they
provide is significantly lower than in public schools, as they are disadvan-
taged in terms of financial support, both at the national and the district
level (Manning and Sumarto 2011; OECD/ADB 2015, p. 121).

In theory, religious schools teach the same core curriculum of gen-
eral subjects as state schools, in addition to religious instruction, which
makes up roughly one-third of all lessons. In reality, most of the schools
lack the capacity to meet minimum requirements, such as providing
classrooms, qualified teachers and principals, compliant lesson plans and
assessments, and sufficient books and other equipment. To receive state
funding, a religious school must be accredited, but the accreditation
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process is often very complicated in decentralized and hyperbureaucratic
Indonesia, and many madrasah have failed to get financial support
(Kingham and Parsons 2013, p. 74). Private madrasah cater to the chil-
dren of the poorest families, but without accreditation, they receive less
support than public madrasah and public schools. Students at unaccred-
ited madrasah that get no public funding not only get a poor education
but also graduate with diplomas that are not recognized elsewhere and,
therefore, these students do not have access to further education.

Not all Islamic education institutions are under the Ministry of Reli-
gious Affairs, as some schools and universities are funded entirely from
private sources, which raises ongoing concern about the ideological ori-
entation of many of these institutions (Tan 2012). In fact, experts, such
as Sidney Jones, estimated that about 40 madrasah and pesantren
(Islamic boarding schools) can be considered hotbeds of fundamental-
ism and violent extremism (Aiyar 2015). The Al-Mukmin pesantren,
located in a suburb of Surakarta in Central Java, has gained particular
notoriety. The International Crisis Group (2003, p. 26) has called it the
“Ivy League” for Jemaah Islamiyah recruits, not least because its
founders, such as Abu Bakar Bashir and Abdullah Sungkar, and several
alumni, including Amrozi bin Nurhasyim, Ali Ghufron, and Ali Imron,
were implicated in a series of terrorist attacks in the early 2000s.
Around 200 or so religious schools emphasize an orthodox Wahhabi
philosophy but tend to not preach violence.

Tertiary Education

Indonesia’s tertiary education sector, which includes universities, insti-
tutes, colleges, polytechnics, and community academies, has grown
tremendously since the 1980s, in part because of privatization in the
sector. In 2001, only 15 percent of youth eighteen to twenty-two years
old were enrolled at a university. By 2010, that figure had risen to 23
percent (Suryadarma and Jones 2013, p. 9). Since 2000, more women
have begun to participate in tertiary education, thus reducing their gen-
der inequality. In fact, in 2008, at the undergraduate level, the number
of enrolled female students surpassed the number of male students. At
the masters and PhD levels, numbers of male and female students are
almost equal, although in Islamic institutions the number of female
postgraduate students remains substantially lower (Suharti 2013).
Most universities—about 3,400—are private institutions, about
100 are state-operated, and about fifty are Islamic institutions. The
large number of unaccredited tertiary-education institutions and study



Persistent Inequality: Health, Education, and Work 121

programs poses the greatest challenge. Accreditation is valid for five
years, but because of the inefficiency of the accreditation system, a
large backlog of institutions awaiting accreditation has built up. There
continue to be striking differences in quality between public and pri-
vate institutions. Geographic inequity persists, as most tertiary educa-
tion institutions are located in Java, although ambitious plans are in
place to expand tertiary education to the main outer islands, so that, for
example, every province will have at least two polytechnics and every
district at least one community academy. As of 2015, all Indonesian
teachers are required to have a four-year university bachelor degree,
and many new universities have cashed in on this requirement, among
them Indonesia’s Open University, which had more than 400,000 stu-
dents in 2016 (Padmo et al. 2017).

Attending a university is extremely expensive, costing an average
Indonesian household one-third of its annual expenditure to fund one
family member’s higher education. Admission fees at Indonesia’s elite
universities can reach Rp250 million (US$25,000). Although some
universities have scholarship programs generated by their own rev-
enue, there are no student loan programs of any kind in Indonesia,
which prevents many from pursuing the tertiary education that could
lift disadvantaged students and their families out of intergenerational
poverty. State funding for universities remains sparse, despite the fact
that Indonesia’s economy needs more workers with tertiary education
(OECD/ADB 2015). Total tertiary education expenditure was about 1.2
percent of GDP in 2011, which is lower than in Malaysia (1.69 percent),
but higher than in Thailand (0.71 percent), where enrollment numbers
are much higher than in Indonesia (OECD/ADB 2015, p. 205).

On the whole, higher education in Indonesia is underfunded by
international standards, in both teaching and research. In fact, most
Indonesian universities do not yet have the capacity to achieve innova-
tion through applied research and technology transfer (di Gropello
2013, p. 256). Generally, research money is channeled to selected uni-
versities in the form of competitive grants and also to some universities
as small block funding based on their track record in research. Currently
the Ministry of Education and Culture directs its support first and fore-
most to the research-focused elite institutions, ignoring the important
role of regional universities in training the future workforce. Outcomes
in patents, technology licensing, and journal articles show that Indone-
sia is starting slowly from a very low base (OECD/ADB 2015).

The quality of university education is still considered problematic,
with standards even at the most prestigious universities often being
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suboptimal, resulting in Indonesia’s poor showing in university global
leagues tables (Rosser 2018). In 2018, no Indonesian universities were
in the Times Higher Education World University Rankings of the
world’s top 500 universities. In the QS World University Rankings,
three Indonesian universities were among the top 500, with the Univer-
sity of Indonesia the highest ranked at number 277.

The internationalization of higher education is seen as an important
tool for raising quality. In 2016, 40,000 Indonesians were studying
overseas, which amounted to less than 1 percent of the total number of
students, a figure substantially lower than its neighbors. Around the
same time, 6.1 percent of all Malaysian tertiary students and 1.9 percent
of Vietnamese were studying overseas (OECD/ADB 2015, p. 197). In
2016, the top five overseas destinations for tertiary students were Aus-
tralia, the United States, Malaysia, Japan, and Egypt. In 2012, the
Indonesian Ministry of Finance established the Endowment Fund for
Education (Lembaga Pengelola Dana Pendidikan [LDPD]) and since
then has given over 16,000 scholarships to masters and PhD students to
pursue their studies overseas; outcomes have, however, been disap-
pointing, as many students have not graduated on time. For those not
lucky enough to win a scholarship and unable to afford to study at home
or abroad, false certificates and diplomas are widely available on the
internet. It comes as no surprise that the Ministry of Research and
Higher Education receives hundreds of reports of local politicians using
fraudulent university diplomas when they run for office (Kemenris-
tekdikti 2017; Rosser 2018).

Troubled Education-to-Work Transitions

Entry into the labor market and achieving financial independence
marks the transition into adulthood. It is a prerequisite for marriage
and parenthood for young men and, increasingly, for women in Indone-
sia. Longer periods of learning do not necessarily result in the gradua-
tion of better-qualified entrants to the workforce. Many graduates,
whether from secondary or tertiary institutions, face significant chal-
lenges when they try to enter an increasingly competitive job market.
In other words, the expansion of the education system has not yet
resulted in better opportunities and widespread upward social mobility.
Despite the fact that more middle-class families are investing in longer
education for their children, the chances that their children will benefit
from their schooling seem to be declining. Moreover, although formal
education is important in applying for jobs, it is often not enough to
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actually get hired. Personal networks and the ability to pay bribes
(often as much as several months’ wages) are prerequisites for getting
into the job market (Naafs 2013, p. 240).

With the national overall unemployment rate running at about 7
percent in 2010 and continuing at that rate, youth unemployment, which
is at almost 40 percent, is rampant, particularly among high school
graduates (di Gropello 2013, p. 249). Although Indonesian universities
are generally considered to provide graduates of better quality than sec-
ondary schools and vocational-training institutions, many university
graduates still do not possess the marketable academic, behavioral, and
technical skills required by potential employers, and the unemployment
rate among young people with tertiary education remains around 12 per-
cent (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 19).

Despite high youth unemployment, many employers complain that
they cannot find adequate professional staff to fill vacant positions.
There are several reasons for this contradiction. On the one hand, a
growing number of graduates with university diplomas are competing
for a small pool of jobs deemed appropriate for their level of education,
such as entry-level jobs in public administration (Schut 2015). Even
though decentralization has seen the creation of new provinces and dis-
tricts and the proliferation of publicly funded jobs in their bureaucra-
cies, many university graduates have difficulty finding jobs in these
new bureaucracies unless they are well-entrenched in the respective net-
works and can afford to pay the informal, often exorbitant, hiring fees;
they seem to have little interest or are ill-equipped for work in other
employment sectors. Consequently, many young graduates move to
Jakarta and other metropolises to find work, competing with their
unskilled peers and contributing to Indonesia’s high rates of urbaniza-
tion and urban youth unemployment (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 16). Because
of their financial insecurity and difficulty in planning their future, many
young people have to delay marriage and family formation.

On the other hand, Indonesian educational institutions keep produc-
ing graduates without the basic skills that make them employable. The
skills that students acquire at school and those that employers look for,
such as independent thinking, negotiating skills, creative thinking, prob-
lem solving, computing skills, English language skills, and general
practical knowledge, often do not match. Even in the manufacturing and
services sector, employers have difficulty finding adequate staff. To
make matters worse, vocational education (sekolah menengah kejuruan
[SMK]) continues to have a bad reputation, as it is typically perceived
as being for those who have failed academically and as a second chance
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for the poorest groups in the population. Dropout rates from SMKs tend
to be high, in part because many SMK students are from families of low
economic status and face financial difficulty. Although SMKs are sup-
posed to provide their students with practical and technical skills, they
have been criticized for the poor quality and irrelevance of the training
they provide, which does not match what the labor market demands
(OECD/ADB 2015, p. 165). To combat the lack of skills and to reduce
youth unemployment and underemployment, more on-the-job training is
needed. In 2015, there were about 55 million skilled workers, but by
2030, Indonesia will need at least 113 million skilled workers in order
to progress (OECD/ADB 2015, p. 156). With about 2 million people
entering the job market each year, there is an urgent need to prepare
these workers with better skills so that they have a chance of succeeding
in life and of competing in an increasingly skills- and knowledge-based
economy (World Bank 2016).

Employment

At independence, the majority of Indonesians worked in agriculture.
Employment in the state administration was often reserved for the edu-
cated elites. While more than half of Indonesia’s working population was
still in agriculture in the 1980s, jobs began to shift into other sectors, thus
driving urbanization. In the second half of the 1980s, labor-intensive
exports triggered economic growth (Aswicahyono, Hill, and Narjoko
2010). Although Indonesia’s economy has made a remarkable recovery
from the financial crisis of 1997, the recovery has not generated many
new and urgently needed jobs in the formal economy. Indonesia can no
longer rely on creating jobs for workers in low-productivity agriculture
and services, as it could before the crisis, but needs to create jobs in
other sectors (Manning and Sumarto 2011). As in some other middle-
income developing countries in the region, a slow and poorly performing
bureaucracy and economic nationalism have, however, stalled the cre-
ation of new jobs underwritten by the help of foreign direct investment.

In 2015, almost 33 percent of the Indonesian labor force (122 mil-
lion people) was active in agriculture, while 22 percent worked in indus-
try and manufacturing and the remaining 45 percent were employed in
the services sector (Statista 2017). The poorest of the poor usually work
in fishing and farming, earning wages that are often stagnant or even
declining, particularly in the mid-2000s (Yusuf and Sumner 2015, p.
340). Employees in low-skilled jobs in manufacturing also often receive
low wages and have little job security and little hope of ever progressing
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into better-paid jobs. The official unemployment rate in 2015 was 6.2
percent, with a higher rate among urban populations (7.3 percent) and
4.9 percent among rural populations (Indonesia Investments 2017).
Underemployment, which includes the underutilization of skills and peo-
ple working part-time jobs when full-time work is preferred, is also a
huge problem for Indonesia’s workers (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 20).

These labor statistics do not, however, indicate how many people
were engaged in formal employment and how many worked in the infor-
mal economy without access to basic social benefits, such as pensions or
paid sick leave. Economists assume that between 60 to 70 percent of all
Indonesian workers are self-employed or work under informal conditions
and thus have no job security (Naafs 2013; Rothenberg et al. 2016).
Moreover, tax payments from the informal economy are often not made,
which gives informal enterprises unfair business advantages and limits
the government’s ability to provide more public goods and services to
larger segments of society (Rothenberg et al. 2016). Yet the informal
economy is also an important safety net for workers who lose their
employment in the formal economy. Trade unions represent less than 4
percent of workers (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 28).

When it comes to salaries and wages, Indonesia’s labor market is
characterized by high levels of inequality. With a gross national income
at a purchasing power parity of US$11,220 per capita in 2016, Indone-
sia is no longer considered a lower middle-income economy, yet poor-
quality employment and low wages remain the norm. The minimum
wage is set at the district level, and in some parts of Indonesia wages
have risen in the last decade, but payment of a minimum wage is not
systematically enforced. Being employed does not guarantee economic
security, and some reports have shown that the minimum wage fails to
cover household expenditure of workers living in some urban areas
where the cost of living tends to be higher (Oxfam International 2017).
Although the situation for formally employed workers is not good, self-
employed workers and those in the informal sector are even more likely
to have a low income that does not cover their basic living costs. A
number of labor-rights organizations have campaigned for the revision
of the minimum wage, which supposedly covers the living costs of 1.5
persons, to turn it into a living wage that covers the living costs of 2-3
persons. Any adjustment of minimum wage standards, however, needs
to be consistent across Southeast Asia so that adjustment in one country
does not undercut wage levels in other parts of the region.

The Indonesian labor market is heavily gendered. In general, the state
encourages women to take up employment in government, manufacturing,
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and services (Caraway 2007), so far, though, the participation rate of
women (older than fifteen years) in the formal employment sector in
Indonesia is only about 51 percent. Most manufacturing jobs are located
in the greater Jakarta area and other urban agglomerations, which
requires thousands of workers to move to already congested areas to find
work. A growing number of young, unmarried, and low-skilled women
are among this urban workforce. Some observers claim that because of
women’s increasing attainment in both education and work, male work-
ers now risk being pushed out of certain sectors, which, in turn, could
feed a crisis of masculinity that cuts across the stereotypical understand-
ing of men as the main breadwinners of the family. Unemployment sta-
tistics for men and women do not, however, support this claim, although
male unemployment tends to be more publicly visible, as unemployed
women are more likely to engage in unpaid domestic tasks. Women are
also more likely to be underpaid and employed in the informal economy,
as confirmed by Indonesia’s ranking in the Global Gender Gap index at
88 out of 144, and, more specifically, at 107 for the gap between men
and women in terms of economic participation and opportunity, in 2016
(World Economic Forum 2016). Because they are more likely to be
employed in the informal economy, women are exposed to more precar-
ious work conditions. According to Mohammad Tadjoeddin (2014, p.
26), more than 10 million Indonesians, mostly women, are domestic
workers who work many unpaid hours of overtime, do not get the mini-
mum wage, and often do not get a day off each week.

Next to women, children are the most vulnerable to exploitation in
the workforce. Although Indonesia has signed the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1990), it was not until 2001 that the Indonesian
government set up its National Action Committee on the Elimination of
the Worst Forms of Child Labor. Its first survey on child labor in 2009
found that of the 58.8 million Indonesians between the age of five and
seventeen, about 4.05 million, or 6.9 percent, were considered as work-
ing children (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 27).

Because of its large surplus of workers and a scarcity of jobs, Indone-
sia is a significant labor exporter to the Middle East, East Asia, and other
Southeast Asian countries. Official figures of documented overseas labor
migrants give the number as approximately 4.5 million; the number of
undocumented migrants is estimated to be two to four times greater (Tad-
joeddin 2014, p. 27). According to the World Bank, migrant workers
compose 7 percent of Indonesia’s workforce (only China and the Philip-
pines have larger proportions of migrant workers) and in 2016, remit-
tances from these workers accounted for 1 percent of Indonesia’s gross
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domestic product. The sector is controlled by a few powerful groups in
business and politics, and the rights of workers have often been neglected.
Overseas employment in manufacturing, agriculture, and low-skilled
services, such as domestic work, has been particularly attractive to poor
women from rural areas in eastern Indonesia (International Organisation
for Migration 2010). Not only are women overrepresented in the overseas
migrant-worker population, they also earn the largest share of the remit-
tances. Recruitment for overseas work differs widely across Indonesian
provinces, but many female migrant workers lack proper legal protection
both in Indonesia and abroad (Palmer 2012) and are exposed to traffick-
ing and forced labor practices throughout the migration cycle. The
exploitation, mistreatment, and abuse of men, women, and children work-
ing abroad have been widely documented, and the Indonesian govern-
ment has responded by implementing in 2015 a moratorium on labor
migration from Indonesia to twenty-one Middle Eastern countries. This
decision, however, was criticized by many labor rights groups, arguing
that this attempt to protect the Indonesian workforce is inadequate and
may even lead to a growth in undocumented overseas labor migration. In
October 2017, following a lengthy process, the Indonesian legislature
passed a new law (Law 18/2017) that seeks to strengthen protection for
the millions of Indonesians working overseas.

Poverty and Inequality

During the New Order, poverty in Indonesia declined significantly and
living standards improved substantially, thanks to steady economic
growth and to efficient programs to help lift people out of poverty
(Manning and Sumarto 2011; De Silva and Sumarto 2014). According
to Haryo Aswicahyono, Hal Hill, and Dionisius Narjoko (2010), indus-
trial growth was at least 9 percent in every year but two between 1970
and 1996. During that period, absolute poverty fell by around 50 per-
centage points, accompanied by substantial gains in education and
health standards (Sumarto, Suryahadi, and Bazzi 2008). The 1997 finan-
cial crisis—the worst economic crisis in Indonesia’s postindependence
era—caused the economy to contract by 14 percent, which resulted in an
escalation of poverty (di Gropello 2013, p. 236). Many people lost their
jobs, incomes, and savings. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the World Bank imposed a number of measures, including the abolition
of subsidies for many essential commodities and enforced greater labor
market flexibility, which further increased poverty levels. Real wages
declined, while prices for stable food and commodities skyrocketed.
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By the end of 1998, almost one-fourth of the population was deemed to
be living below the official poverty line (Perdana and Maxwell 2011, p.
276), and many migrated from the cities back to rural areas.

In order to ease some of the worst impacts of the 1997 crisis, the
Habibie government set up a number of social security programs,
referred to as Jaring Pengaman Sosial (Social Safety Net [JPS]), focus-
ing on health-care assistance (kartu sehat [health cards for the poor]),
food (beras miskin, or raskin [subsidized rice]), and education (scholar-
ships). The scope of these programs, which were entirely funded by
external donors, was unprecedented in Indonesian history (Perdana and
Maxwell 2011, p. 276). The JPS brought about visible improvement in
household welfare. In 2002, the poverty rate fell to 12.2 percent—lower
than it had been before the 1997 crisis (Sumarto, Suryahadi, and Bazzi
2008). However, the benefits of economic growth after the 1997 crisis
have not been shared equally, and millions have been left behind.

Most administrations after the Habibie interregnum of 1998—-1999
continued efforts to reduce poverty, enabled by gradually cutting fuel
subsidies and using the savings to target social security and poverty alle-
viation. The rising price of oil in the early 2000s put extreme pressure on
the Indonesian budget, as payment of fuel subsidies increased to more
than 20 percent of total government spending. Although there was wide-
spread protest against these cuts, which led to increases in fuel and trans-
port prices, the government’s decision was wise, as rich people, who
owned cars, tended to benefit more from the subsidies than the poor.

Having made substantial savings, Yudhoyono initiated infrastructure
development programs to stimulate economic development, particularly
in rural areas (Sumarto, Suryahadi, and Bazzi 2008). Moreover, in order
to help the poor to adjust to the fuel-subsidy cuts, the Yudhoyono gov-
ernment introduced a substantial compensation package in 2005 that
included unconditional cash transfers, health support, and educational
assistance to prevent poor people from slipping deeper into poverty. At
that time, direct cash transfers (Bantuan Langsung Tunai [BLT]) worth
Rp100,000 (US$10) were made to more than 15 million poor house-
holds, as emergency payments that were only available for a few months
(Perdana and Maxwell 2011). The distribution of BLT was impaired,
however, as the funds were absorbed more often than not by those who
did not really deserve them.

Having learned from the shortcomings of the distribution of uncon-
ditional cash transfers, in 2007 the Yudhoyono government set up condi-
tional grants under the Hopeful Family Program (Program Keluarga
Harapan [PKH]), which required recipients to send their children to
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school and to attend regular health checks (particularly for pregnant
women). In 2010, PKH covered 798,000 households across twenty
provinces (Manning and Sumarto 2011, p. 14). It was targeted to reach
4.5 million households by 2014 and had a budget allocation of Rp9 tril-
lion (US$1 billion) (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 26), but difficulties in accessing
and identifying the real poor, fundamental to the PKH’s effectiveness,
persisted, largely because of variation in poverty across the archipelago.
In Badan Pusat Statistik’s 2018 data, poverty rates were highest in the
provinces of Papua and Maluku (both at 21.2 percent). Regions with
very high poverty rates tend to have lower educational attainment, more
restricted access to clean water and sanitation, and poorer access to pub-
lic health care. Despite the regional disparity in poverty rates, the great-
est number of Indonesia’s poor people live on densely populated Java
(Aji 2015). In 2009, more than 30 percent of rural households still did
not have access to clean sanitation (Manning and Sumarto 2011, p. 11).
Although rural populations tend to be poorer, since 2000 inequality has
been consistently higher in the cities than in rural areas. For millions of
people who have moved to the city to escape poverty, their standard of
living has not necessarily improved.

During Yudhoyono’s second term in government (2010-2014), the
government’s poverty-reduction strategy had three foci: direct assistance
to poor households for basic necessities; community empowerment by
funding poor communities to improve basic social and economic ser-
vices; and microenterprise empowerment through credit that is not col-
lateralized. To demonstrate the government’s commitment to this strat-
egy, Vice President Boediono, an economist, was appointed as head of
the National Team for the Acceleration of Poverty Reduction. Evaluation
of poverty-reduction programs has indicated that outcomes were mixed,
mostly because of difficulties in getting the assistance to targeted popu-
lations and because of the effects of food price shocks (Aji 2015). Con-
sequently, Yudhoyono’s ambitious aim when he became president to
halve the poverty rate (and the unemployment rate) remained unfulfilled
at the end of his two presidential terms (Tadjoeddin 2014, p. 14).

In 2000, along with 188 other nation-states, Indonesia signed up to
eight Millennium Development Goals to be achieved by 2015 in the erad-
ication of poverty, which ranged from halving extreme poverty and pro-
viding universal primary education to halting the spread of HIV and pro-
moting gender equality (Index Mundi 2000). Eighteen years later, results
in meeting these goals remained mixed at best, owing to the many politi-
cal, economic, structural, and cultural challenges that Indonesia faces.
When Joko Widodo became president in 2014, his previous successes as
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mayor of Solo and governor of Jakarta raised hopes that he would
make an effort to improve the welfare of the poor. One of his first offi-
cial acts as president was to cut fuel subsidies further and reallocate the
savings to infrastructure projects and social welfare. Jokowi has since
delivered on many of these projects, including development of airports,
railways, and roads, using state-owned enterprises to push them along.
However, the anticipated boost to the economy from an expectation of
added employment from these projects has not eventuated, and his crit-
ics point to the rather stagnant annual GDP of around 5 percent per
annum, which falls well below the 7 percent he promised during his
presidential campaign in 2014.

In 2018, Indonesia’s Badan Pusat Statistik published data indicating
that fewer Indonesians—just under 26 million, or slightly less than 10
percent of the population—were living in poverty than ever before in
the history of Indonesia. These people were still living below a poverty
line set by the government at consumption outlays of Rp387,000 per
month, or US$0.89 a day, per person—a line that differs from an inter-
national poverty line of US$1.90 a day used by the World Bank and oth-
ers. If the international line is applied in Indonesia, the number living in
poverty rises to about 70 million (36 percent of the population) (Standar
Garis 2018). Although poverty rates have been decreasing in the 2010s,
thanks to macroeconomic stability, there are still enormous challenges
to sustainably reduce the number of chronic poor and near poor. Signif-
icant inequity across regions and the rural-urban divide persists; for
example, urban poverty rates are well below the national average at
7.02 percent, whereas rural rates are at 13.2 percent, and in the eastern
provinces of Papua and Maluku poverty rates are 21.2 percent, com-
pared to Java’s 8.94 percent and Kalimantan’s 6.09 percent (Kusuma
2018). Moreover, Indonesia needs to make a greater effort to reduce the
gap between the rich and the poor, as inequality is a threat not only to
poverty reduction but also, in the long term, to economic growth.

Across various measures of inequality, Indonesia’s story is one of
increasing disparity between rich and poor. Oxfam International (2017)
lists Indonesia as the sixth-most-unequal country in the world in terms
of wealth. The Gini coefficient, a different measure of inequality based
on the distribution of income or consumption in a nation’s population,
shows increasing if less pronounced inequality. Indonesia’s Gini co-
efficient rose from 0.33 in 1998 to 0.41 in 2015, before decreasing
slightly to 0.384 in 2018 (Yusuf and Sumner 2015; Aisyah 2019).

Between 2002 and 2016, the number of billionaires increased from
one to twenty, all of whom were men, with the wealthiest 1 percent of



Persistent Inequality: Health, Education, and Work 131

the population controlling nearly half of the nation’s wealth. The 1997
crisis reduced the overall inequality gap slightly, as inflation meant that
the rich lost more than the poor, but in the post-reformasi period, wealth
became more clearly concentrated among the wealthiest Indonesians.
The superrich achieved and consolidated their position, either by selling
the country’s economic resources and commodities (palm oil, coal, min-
erals, oil, and gas) and concentrating land ownership in their hands, or
through multimedia, communications technology, and finance busi-
nesses. Their economic power has been cemented in the many roles
they now play in politics or the media, or in both.

The drivers of inequality are complex, as they stem from a variety
of interconnected structural factors, such as low wages and insecure
work, limited access to education and health services, and infrastructure
generally. A poor system for collecting taxes has failed to redistribute
wealth from the rich to the poor, in large part because tax compliance
remains low and tax evasion among high earners is common. A tax
amnesty was launched in mid-2016 to achieve greater compliance with
taxation law and the repatriation of undisclosed offshore assets to pro-
vide funds for the government’s national budget. Without doubt, this
approach has the potential to increase revenue so that more can be
invested in social programs and thereby redistribute wealth. With the
amnesty that ran from July 2016 until March 31, 2017, the additional
revenue paid to the Ministry of Finance was significant. More than
800,000 tax evaders declared Rp4,700 trillion (US$350 billion) in assets
previously hidden from the authorities. That is equivalent to 40 percent
of Indonesia’s GDP and 90 percent of the money supply. The windfall
helped fund the government’s key infrastructure spending, but it
remains to be seen if necessary legal reforms can be implemented and
taxpayers’ behavior changed in the long term.

Conclusion

According to the fifth national principle of Pancasila, there should be
“social justice for all Indonesian people.” This chapter has shown that
inequality in Indonesia is not only pervasive but is on the rise. It stems
from a basic inequality in opportunity for Indonesians from early in
their lives. Poor children suffer more from poor nutrition and inade-
quate sanitation. They get sick more often but do not have access to
quality health care, and their physical growth and cognitive develop-
ment are impeded by malnutrition. Poor children attend poor schools
and are more likely to drop out with fewer formal qualifications and are
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poorly prepared for the job market and their future more generally.
Although Indonesian children in the twenty-first century spend more
time in school than children of previous generations did, there has been
no observable increase in their knowledge and skills. Despite curricu-
lum change, teacher training, and scholarship programs, there contin-
ues to be an extreme mismatch between the skills produced by the edu-
cation systems and the skills needed in the labor market. Bad outcomes
in education influence Indonesia’s international competitiveness nega-
tively. There is high demand for skilled workers in high-salary formal
jobs, but most available workers are low-skilled and receive low
wages. Most of the employed are still far from having decent work, let
alone a decent standard of living. Workers in the informal economy
lack the social security of those in formal employment and tend to be
more deeply affected by misfortunes, such as sickness, accidents, and
other sudden misadventures in life.

Given the demographic change taking place in Indonesia, it is
becoming more necessary than ever to attend to the needs of young
people—the largest cohort of the population, after all—and their well-
being and edification, as their prospects will determine the nation’s
future. Young people are considered the “hope of the nation,” but if the
state fails to support them, they will become agents of social protest
and political transformation (Parker and Nilan 2013, p. 5). All post-
reformasi governments have attempted to implement social welfare
programs to alleviate poverty. In decentralized Indonesia, poverty
reduction is no longer a matter for the central government alone, but
increasingly also for provincial and local government administrations.
This potentially will have benefits for some, but the nature of local pol-
itics and existing infrastructure and services provisions is such that
there is the risk that populist politicians will use anti-poverty rhetoric
to get into power and then fail to deliver any sound policies, thus exac-
erbating existing inequality.

Notes

1. The constitution had been amended in 2002 to require, under Article 31, all
central and regional governments to allocate 20 percent of their annual expenditure to
education. The subsequent Law 20/2003 on the National Education System further
strengthened this requirement, but it was not actually met for the first time until 2009.

2. The infiltration of religious values can be traced back to the constitution as
amended in 2002, which stipulated that the national system of education should
include religious values (Yusuf and Sterkens 2015, p. 125).
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Civil Society
and Human Rights

UNDER THE NEW ORDER THERE WERE FREQUENT VIOLATIONS OF
human rights in Indonesia. In 2019, two decades after the fall of the
New Order regime, activists and civil society groups continue to strug-
gle for a better human rights framework for Indonesia, encompassing
justice and truth-seeking for historic human rights violations and
stronger legal and institutional instruments to protect these rights. The
efforts of these civil rights activists have met with varying degrees of
success. In this chapter, we examine the most significant cases of
human rights abuse in the New Order and post-New Order eras and the
ongoing challenges in the pursuit of truth, justice, and a stronger civil
society in Indonesia.

In short, the persistence of human rights abuses associated with the
security forces since Suharto’s fall continues to be a major challenge to
Indonesian democracy. Why has it been so difficult for elected govern-
ments to hold the military and police accountable? Why has it been so
difficult to change the institutionalized culture of violence in the secu-
rity forces? The answers lie within an analysis of Indonesia’s failure to
deal with past abuses and the structures and individuals responsible for
them. Ongoing impunity for crimes against humanity committed by the
security forces and sanctioned by government ensures that a culture of
violence within those institutions remains in place.

The list of human rights violations under the New Order begins
with the mass killings of Communists, both known and alleged, in
1965-1966, and includes repression of political opponents, military vio-
lence against and torture of civilians, repression of basic rights to free-
dom of speech and assembly, and discrimination against minority ethnic
and religious groups. Discrimination of Indonesia’s small ethnic Chinese
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minority of 1.2 percent of the population (Coppel 2017) was institution-
alized and systemic under this regime. Laws restricted use of Chinese
language, names, script, and customs and excluded those Indonesians
with Chinese ancestry from entering public office, including the presi-
dency, all while the government kept some of this minority close in busi-
ness dealings (Purdey 2006). As Ariel Heryanto (2006) describes it, the
ethnic Chinese minority were “under constant erasure,” and anti-Chinese
sentiment was ever-present.

The military oppression of movements and groups seeking inde-
pendence from Indonesia was a notable characteristic of the New Order.
Among those targeted were the guerrilla fighters of Organisasi Papua
Merdeka (Free Papua Movement [OPM]) and Gerakan Aceh Merdeka
(Free Aceh Movement [GAM)]), also known as Acheh-Sumatra National
Liberation Front (ASNLF), and members of Frente Revolucionaria de
Timor-Leste Independente (Revolutionary Front for an Independent
East Timor [Fretilin]) in East Timor. The Indonesian military fought
these separatist movements with brutal determination. As a conse-
quence, civilian populations in the provinces where guerrillas pursued
separatist agendas suffered great losses, not only because of military
repression in the designated militarized zones (daerah operasi militer
[DOM]), but also through poverty and a lack of medical services, basic
infrastructure, and food supplies.

After the fall of Suharto in May 1998, activist and victim organiza-
tions seized the moment to renew their calls to revisit human rights vio-
lations committed under the New Order. Despite some initially promis-
ing steps, hopes for measures to redress this violent past were soon
dashed. In his short term as president, B. J. Habibie facilitated the
release of political prisoners, lifted political controls, and more impor-
tant, built a new system of human rights instruments by amending the
1945 constitution and adopting the Human Rights Law.!

The Human Rights Law (No. 39/1999) adopted the principles of
equality and nondiscrimination and of protecting the right to life, jus-
tice, freedom of the individual with regard to slavery, and freedom of
religion, political beliefs, and speech. Although initiated by Habibie, it
was his successor, President Abdurrahman Wahid, who adopted the
Human Rights Court Law (No. 26/2000), but the courts set up under
this new law cannot deal with cases of human rights abuse that predate
the law’s enactment, unless the president establishes a special proce-
dure for an exception to be made (Herbert 2008). During his first term
as president, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono signed the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant



Civil Society and Human Rights 135

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in October 2005, but there
was little expectation that the former general would make any serious
attempt to address atrocities committed by the military.

When Joko Widodo was nominated as a presidential candidate in
2014, hopes grew in civil society that past human rights abuse would
be addressed. During his election campaign, Widodo reached out to
human rights activists for support, and the protection of human rights
featured prominently in his nine-point agenda (Nawa Cita). He identi-
fied a number of cases for further investigation, such as the 1965-1966
massacres and the disappearance of students in 1997-1998, promising
that the “just finalisation of past human rights violations would be of
utmost importance to his government” (Setiawan 2016). As this chapter
will show, following his election to the presidency in 2014, Widodo
failed to deliver on his promises.

Although there were some significant reforms in the years immedi-
ately after Suharto’s fall, such as constitutional amendments, legislative
hearings, and some concessions on human rights courts, it has become
more difficult to make similar reforms in contemporary Indonesia. Suc-
cessive governments have refused to come to terms with the nation’s
violent past, allowing poorly healed wounds to fester in the collective
memory and failing to prevent further violations of human rights.

The failure of transitional justice and reconciliation measures in
postauthoritarian Indonesia can be blamed on domestic political elites
who are unwilling to put time and resources into bringing justice to vic-
tims and who have stymied efforts by civil society to implement global
norms of transitional justice. Immediately after the fall of the New Order
regime, millions of dollars, expertise, and knowledge flowed from foreign
donors to foster a democratic transition in Indonesia but did not necessar-
ily help Indonesia to come to terms with its past. This is not surprising,
given the continued influence of elites and dynasties, including the
Suharto family, in Indonesia’s politics and economy. Furthermore, oppo-
nents of transitional justice made effective use of many legislative, reli-
gious, and cultural strategies to undermine justice initiatives (Ehito 2015).

In this chapter, we seek to direct attention to continuing violation of
human rights, such as in Papua and among other minorities, and to the
ongoing impunity of perpetrators of past violations, primarily members
of the security forces, though this also includes members of vigilante
groups and militias close to the security forces and other political elites.
Human rights issues have too often been disguised in the general eupho-
ria of human rights meetings, committees, declarations, and the like
(Hadiprayitno 2010), and Indonesia now faces the dilemma of a gap
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between policy and practice in the protection of human rights (Azhar
2014). We pay special attention to Komisi Nasional Hak Asasi Manusia
(National Commission on Human Rights [Komnas HAM]), established
under Suharto in 1993, but for many years it was a toothless institution
with limited powers of investigation and recommendation.

In addition, we investigate the state of civil society in contempo-
rary Indonesia. In response to the repression of the New Order in the
1980s and 1990s, civil society organizations (commonly known as
LSM [lembaga swadaya masyarakat]) and activism grew. Two of these
groups were formed in 1980 as Lembaga Bantuan Hukum (Legal Aid
Institute [LBH]) and Yayasan Lembaga Bantuan Hukum (Indonesian
Legal Aid Foundation [YLBHI]); the third one, Lembaga Studi dan
Advokasi Masyarakat (Institute for Policy Research and Advocacy
[ELSAM]), was formed in 1993. They are still leading national organi-
zations in defending human rights.

Under the various governments since Suharto’s regime, civil society
has undergone wide-reaching transformation, not all of which has
favored people living in Indonesia. Some former well-known activists
have joined political parties and entered elite politics. Others who were
less accommodating of government policy were silenced, including the
former head of the Commission for the Disappeared and Victims of Vio-
lence) (Komisi untuk Orang Hilang dan Korban Tindak Kekerasan
[KontraS]), Munir Said Thalib, who was poisoned on a Garuda flight
from Singapore to Amsterdam on September 7, 2004, and whose mur-
der has never been fully explained. In post-Suharto Indonesia, despite a
number of formal government commitments to human rights, many
minorities, whether religious, ethnic, or of sexual orientation, continue
to be marginalized, repressed, discriminated against, and stigmatized
today. In recent years a shift to conservatism in Indonesia has resulted
in increasing discrimination against religious and sexual minorities.

Dealing with the Past: Seeking Justice
for New Order Human Rights Violations

1965—1966

The New Order was born out of a mass killing of unknown proportions
that some historians and legal experts claim amounted to genocide
(Melvin 2017; International Peoples Tribunal 2017). General Suharto
seized power during an alleged coup by the Partai Komunis Indonesia
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(Indonesian Communist Party [PKI]) on September 30, 1965. Subse-
quently, large-scale massacres and the systematic killing of PKI mem-
bers and attacks on affiliated organizations and their suspected sympa-
thizers were carried out by the military and police, as well as by Muslim
youth and student groups supplied with weapons by the military. Esti-
mates of the number of people killed range from 500,000 to 1 million
(Cribb 2001a). Mutilated bodies were thrown into mass graves or delib-
erately left where the public could see them as a warning. Intellectuals
and artists aligned with the left, or suspected of being so, were impris-
oned along with more than 1 million suspected Communist sympathizers
for long periods in camps on remote islands, such as Buru, often without
ever being brought to trial. In the four decades that followed the mas-
sacres, those who survived imprisonment and torture and their families
were explicitly excluded from public life. As a number of scholars have
argued, on the one hand, the Suharto regime prided itself for having
quashed all Communist activity, while on the other hand, it needed to
perpetuate the potential for Communist resurgence to justify its deeds.

In post-New Order Indonesia, with the Cold War a distant memory,
propagation of Communist ideology remains outlawed under the 1966 reg-
ulation prohibiting its spread (TAP MPRS XXV/1966). Anti-communist
propaganda continues to be used by various groups, not only against
left-leaning groups and activists but also in denouncing a range of activ-
ities, including those that promote the protection of human rights. In
September 2017, the Jakarta offices of YLBHI, the legal aid foundation,
were attacked by fundamentalist Islamist groups attempting to stop a
meeting of academics discussing the 1965-1966 killings. Protesters
claimed that the meeting had been called to reestablish the outlawed
PKI. Police initially failed to stop the demonstrators and the meeting
was not able to proceed, after which human rights activists claimed they
had become the new enemies of the state (Wieringa 2017).

Since the fall of the New Order, many victims’ groups, NGOs, and
Komnas HAM have attempted to document the mass graves of those
killed in 1965-1966. Among the most vocal advocates for justice for the
dead and the recovery of the remains of those killed are the founders and
members of Yayasan Penelitian Korban Pembunuhan 1965-1966 (Foun-
dation for Research into Victims of the 1965-1966 Killings [YPKP]).
Despite evidence gathered from a number of excavations of mass graves,
fact-finding missions, and testimonies of witnesses and victims, not a
single perpetrator has yet faced justice (Wahyuningroem 2016).

Since 1998, there have been several failed attempts to achieve truth-
seeking and justice. In 2000, during Megawati’s presidency, the MPR
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called for the creation of a national truth and reconciliation commission
(TRC), and Law 27 on a Truth and Reconciliation Commission was
passed by the DPR in 2004, requiring the government to establish for-
mally such a body. Not only did it take several years for the law to be
passed, but the final version was significantly different from early drafts,
much to the disappointment of NGOs and victims’ families. Under the
law, the TRC was empowered to recommend an amnesty for perpetrators
of serious crimes, and victims could only receive compensation in
exchange for their concurrence in the amnesty (International Centre for
Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011, pp. 29-30). Several NGOs filed
a lawsuit against these provisions of Law 27/2004 at the constitutional
court. Rather than eliminate the particular provisions mentioned in the
suit, the constitutional court struck down the law in 2006, thereby
annulling the entire basis of a TRC.

In post-New Order Indonesia, one of the main obstacles to justice
for these historic crimes against humanity is the fact that the courts
established in 2000 following the passing of the Human Rights Law (No.
39/1999) cannot deal with crimes committed before 2000, which fall
under the jurisdiction of ad hoc human rights courts. To set up an ad hoc
court to prosecute a particular case, Komnas HAM must first conduct an
investigation, the recommendations of which are then sent to the attor-
ney general. If approval to proceed is granted by the attorney general, an
ad hoc human rights court is established, through a recommendation to
the DPR committee and to the president. There are many shortcomings
inherent in these provisions for establishing ad hoc courts, such as the
lack of any guarantee of the impartiality of the appointed judges and of
any mechanism for appeal. It is, therefore, not surprising that only two
ad hoc human rights tribunals have been established so far—one for East
Timor and one for the Tanjung Priok Massacre (see below). The recom-
mendation of Komnas HAM’s wide-ranging and later embargoed report
into the 1965-1966 killings (Komnas Perempuan 2012) that the attorney
general use this legal mechanism has been ignored.

In 2014, in response to the lack of political will within Indonesia to
take any action to redress perpetrators of the 1965—-1966 killings, human
rights activists, academics, and Indonesian exiles established the Interna-
tional People’s Tribunal (IPT) on Crimes Against Humanity in Indonesia
1965, timed to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of the beginning of
the killings. The IPT, held in The Hague in November 2015, was presided
over by seven international judges, led by South African Zak Yacoob. It
reported in July 2016, finding that gross crimes against humanity had
occurred, that the violence was state sanctioned, and that a case for geno-
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cide against the ethnic Chinese minority could be made (McGregor and
Purdey 2016). The IPT’s process and findings were immediately rejected
by the Indonesian government, which claimed it had its own procedures
for dealing with past crimes. In an effort to demonstrate its desire to han-
dle this issue “at home,” Joko Widodo’s government announced in May
2016 the establishment of a Reconciliation Committee (Setiawan 2016).
Key members of the committee were the coordinating Ministry of Poli-
tics, Law and Security; the National Police; the military; and the State
Intelligence Agency; among other members were people who were them-
selves suspected of involvement in serious human rights abuse, such as
retired general Luhut Panjaitan. The committee initiated a government-
sponsored seminar in Jakarta at which victims had the opportunity to put
their case for the first time to academics and members of the military. Tel-
evised and broadcast live across the nation, the gathering was considered
an important example of open public hearing of this issue after decades of
silence and denial, but it achieved nothing in terms of support for truth-
seeking or justice for victims. Since that seminar, there has been an esca-
lation in anti-communist propaganda and attacks on events related to
1965-1966, including the banning of films by Joshua Oppenheimer and
the disruption of book discussions and gatherings of victims and their
supporters (McGregor, Melvin, and Pohlman 2018). When the New Order
ended in May 1998, the specter of anti-communism remained as a power-
ful, although increasingly ludicrous, tool to discredit political opponents
and evoke fear (Pohlman 2017).

Papua

The conflict in Papua remains the longest-running violent dispute
between the central government and local resistance. As described in
Chapter 3, Indonesian control of Papua rests on the New York Agree-
ment signed in August 1962 by the Netherlands and Indonesia, under UN
auspices and pressure from the Kennedy administration for a resolution
in favor of Indonesia. The agreement made provision for an “Act of Free
Choice”—a vote on becoming part of the Indonesian nation. In 1969, the
western part of New Guinea was annexed as Indonesian state territory
with the Act of Free Choice (Penentuan Pendapat Rakyat [PEPERA]).
One thousand and twenty-two Papuan representatives were delegated
authority on behalf of all Papuans to choose whether they agreed to inte-
gration with Indonesia, and they opted unanimously in favor of integra-
tion (Saltford 2003). The delegates were allegedly selected by the
Indonesian central government in Jakarta, and closely monitored, and
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intimidated, by the military. In the twenty-first century, not only does the
Papuan independence movement continue to dispute Indonesia’s sover-
eignty over Papua, but it also draws attention to political and economic
inequality, ongoing human rights violations, and the perpetrators’
impunity (Munro 2013). In late 1999, a report prepared by ELSAM doc-
umented 921 deaths resulting from military operations between 1965 and
1999 in various parts of the provinces of Papua and West Papua (Human
Rights Watch 2007b). Others believe that the number is several times
that figure because of indirect consequences of the military counterinsur-
gency, such as disease, malnutrition, and starvation. None of these viola-
tions have been addressed so far by the human rights instruments now
available in Indonesia, including the ad hoc human rights courts.
Amnesty International (2018) continues to document casualties from
security forces operations since 1998, as well as the continuing impunity
enjoyed by the security forces responsible.

Since 1969, armed resistance to the Indonesian government has
been limited to small units of guerrillas loosely organized under the
OPM and the Tentara Pembebasan Nasional (National Liberation Army
[TPN]). Poorly equipped armed insurgents launch sporadic hit-and-run
ambushes at Indonesian security force posts and have on a few occa-
sions taken hostages to draw attention to their cause. Most notoriously,
in 1996 a guerrilla group kidnapped twelve members of an international
scientific expedition to the area and held them hostage for four months.
Indonesian military retaliation was and continues to be severe. As in
other “rebellious provinces” in Indonesia, security forces have free rein
to combat resistance to Indonesian rule. Papua offered a quick career
enhancement to soldiers and military experts, with little accountability
for their actions. In their sweeping searches for OPM guerrillas, the
security forces have used excessive violence and have not spared
women and children (Human Rights Watch 2007a).

The remoteness of the area and the lack of reliable reporting under
the New Order made it very difficult to find out what was going on
inside the restive province. Despite a relatively strong network of
Catholic and Protestant churches and their infrastructure, it often took
weeks if not months for news of forced displacement, retaliative killing
of civilians, and other cruelties to come out, thus offering fertile ground
for rumor and unfounded speculation. Some of the most eminent
Papuan leaders moved overseas—to Australia and Europe—and their
day-to-day connections with the insurgents remained sporadic, but as
symbolic leaders they have sought for many years to direct the world’s
attention to the Papuan cause (Chauvel 2009, 2017).
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A broad independence movement across Papua, encompassing various
religious denominations, students, and other civil-society groups emerged
at the end of the New Order. Their activities have mainly involved nonvi-
olent resistance to authorities in Papua through flag raisings, mass mobi-
lization for demonstrations, and the publication of political manifestos for
an independent Papua. As in the other restive provinces, East Timor and
Aceh, the withdrawal of Suharto and the political reorientation in Jakarta
opened up expectations that secession from Indonesia could be achieved.
However, these movements were often suppressed by the Indonesian mil-
itary, which feared losing its grip over some of the most resource-rich
provinces. Because Papua is rich in gold, copper, and many other natural
resources, the Indonesian military and police have benefited by forming
protection rackets to offer “security” to mine operators (Misol 2006).

The Biak Massacre of July 1998 was an indication that despite the
reformasi era, the Indonesian military would not allow the breakup of the
unitary state. Members of the OPM and civilians raised the Morning Star
flag (Bintang Kejora), the symbol of the independence movement, near
the water tower in the city of Biak and camped there for several days.
Early in the morning of July 6, the Indonesian military began shooting at
participants in this protest. Although a few managed to escape, the mili-
tary rounded up about 200 protesters, many of them wounded, and forced
them onto two Indonesian boats. They were taken to two different loca-
tions and thrown into the ocean. Days later, their bodies washed up on the
shore or were caught up in fishing nets (Rutherford 1999). The Indone-
sian military claimed that the dead bodies on the beaches were not
Papuan demonstrators but victims of the Aitape tsunami from more than
600 miles (1,000 kilometers) away.

In February 1999, early in the reformasi era and buoyed by devel-
opments toward an independence vote in East Timor, an attempt was
made to promote a more peaceful dialogue between the Indonesian gov-
ernment and representatives from Papua. The Forum Rekonsiliasi
Masyarakat Irian Jaya (Forum for Reconciliation for the People from
Irian Jaya [FORERI]) was established and met President Habibie and
senior military officers in Jakarta to convey their plea for independence,
but their pleas were rejected outright and any form of national debate
was shut down (Rutherford 1999). In 2000, Papuan nationalists formed
the Dewan Papua (Papuan Council), a key political platform in support
of independence, and held a National Congress from May 29 to June 4,
attended by more than 3,000 people.

In October 2001, President Abdurrahman Wahid sought to quell
demands for independence by offering a high level of autonomy
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through the Papua Special Autonomy Law, which explicitly allowed
symbols of Papuan identity such as flags and songs (International Crisis
Group 2003). Wahid had agreed that the Morning Star flag could be
flown in Papua as a “cultural” symbol, as long as it was flown below
the Indonesian national flag. Indonesian courts have, however, contin-
ued to treat raising the Bintang Kejora as a pro-independence statement.
Since 2001, dozens of activists have been charged with makar (treason,
or rebellion) and convicted under antisubversion legislation that allows
a very wide interpretation of what it means to spread hatred or instigate
rebellion (Human Rights Watch 2007b).

The long history of repression continued through the 2000s, with
dozens of protesters against Indonesian rule arrested, often ill-treated,
and convicted for peacefully expressing their discontent through flag
raising and other activities of political resistance. During that time, peo-
ple in Papua were subjected to ongoing violence and injustice, including
extrajudicial executions, sexual assaults, and forced displacement from
villages. In December 2000, the police raided student dormitories in
Abepura and tortured some of the students.? Most significant, in Novem-
ber 2001, Theys Eluay, the chairman of Dewan Papua, was killed under
circumstances that have still not been properly investigated.® In 2002
alone, forty-one people were arrested in Papua for peaceful indepen-
dence activities (Human Rights Watch 2007a, 2007b). In May 2005,
Filep Karma and Yusak Pakage, two independence supporters, were
charged and convicted of spreading hatred and rebellion and sentenced
to fifteen-year and ten-year prison sentences, respectively (Human
Rights Watch 2007b).

In the 2010s, these abuses and cases of arbitrary detention and
intimidation of pro-independence groups have continued. In January
2018, twenty-seven-year-old West Papuan Yanto Awerkion, a member
of the civil-society organization West Papua National Committee, was
convicted of treason for his part in organizing a pro-independence peti-
tion that gathered more than 1.8 million West Papuan signatures and
was presented to the United Nations in September 2017 (Cochrane
2018). In July 2018, Amnesty International Indonesia reported that
since 2010, security forces have unlawfully killed at least ninety-five
people in Papua and West Papua, with the overwhelming majority of
perpetrators never being held to account for these crimes (Amnesty
International Indonesia 2018). Inhuman and degrading treatment and
torture continue to be widespread in Papua and West Papua, in addition
to the lack of freedom of expression, severe restrictions on freedom of
assembly, and arbitrary detention (Hernawan 2018).
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In terms of economic, social, and cultural rights, Papua remains
stagnant. In 2003, Papua was split into two provinces (Papua and West
Papua) so that better services could be offered to those living in this
large area and to guarantee more participation by Papuans in the local
government structure. The split was also a response to high levels of
transmigration from other parts of Indonesia, which meant non-Papuans
started to outnumber Papuans, especially in urban areas. Economic and
social dominance of transmigrants persists, however, even though decen-
tralization policies that are supposed to empower indigenous Papuans
have been adopted (Munro 2013).

As explained in Chapter 6, the quality of education in Papua
remains low compared to the rest of Indonesia, owing to poor manage-
ment of the education system, incompetence, high levels of absenteeism
among teachers, and inadequate funding. Access to health care and gov-
ernment services is also very poor in Papua, which has the highest
HIV/AIDS infection rates in Indonesia (Anderson 2013). In spite of
several development efforts and reconciliation attempts, such as the
Papua Road Map, with its focus on dialogue, which was given tacit sup-
port by President Yudhoyono in 2011-2012, and Widodo’s 2014 cam-
paign promise to invest in Papua, there has been little improvement in
the everyday lives of Papuans (Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict
2017a). Papua remains the poorest province in Indonesia, according to
the 2016 Human Development Index. A combination of limited eco-
nomic improvement, political failure in peaceful lobbying for independ-
ence, and the persistence of state-sanctioned violence and impunity has
ensured that violent resistance continues to spiral.

In November 2006, armed groups in Papua convened under a united
framework to hold the first congress of the Tentara Pembebasan
Nasional-Papua Barat (TPN-PB, West Papuan National Liberation
Army), at which they declared their commitment to fight colonialism,
imperialism, and global exploitation until they have reclaimed sover-
eignty over Papua and its people (Human Rights Watch 2007b). How-
ever, Papuan guerrillas are not a united force and Papuan nationalism is
complicated by significant ethnic diversity and geographic division
between the lowlands and highlands. Furthermore, it continues to be
difficult to get detailed and trustworthy information about the situation
in Papua because foreign journalists and diplomats cannot travel freely
there, and local reporters and defenders of human rights continue to
face intimidation and obstruction from security forces.

President Widodo initially made many welcome gestures after his
election in 2014. Among them was an offer of clemency to political
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prisoners, which backfired, as only five prisoners accepted the offer, with
others rejecting it on the grounds that accepting it would be an acceptance
of guilt. Pledges to investigate and complete some of the most serious
cases of human rights violation—including those in Wamena (violent
security force operations in twenty-five villages after two Indonesian sol-
diers had been killed by OPM in 2003), in Wasior (violent retaliations by
paramilitary police after five police were killed by OPM in 2001, result-
ing in four dead, five disappeared, and thirty-nine tortured Papuans), and
in Paniai (shootings in which five teenagers were killed and seventeen
other protesters wounded in December 2014)—have been criticized for
misinterpreting and underestimating the complexity of these cases and,
more significantly, for showing “little interest in dealing with the much
larger issue of holding security forces accountable at the command level
for human rights violations in Papua” (Institute for Policy Analysis of
Conflict 2017a, p. 1). During its Universal Periodic Review (UPR) at the
UN Human Rights Council in May 2017, Indonesia pledged to finalize a
criminal investigation into alleged gross human rights violations in
Wasior in 2001 and Wamena in 2003, and forward the case to the human
rights court established under Law No. 26/2000 (Amnesty 2018). How-
ever, by mid-2018, nothing had been done.

In 2015, Widodo promised to open West Papua and Papua to foreign
journalists and international observers; although the number of journalists
granted permits to visit the province rose from twenty-two in 2014 to
thirty-nine in 2015, this remains a very low and restricted number (United
Nations Human Rights Council, National Report 2017, p. 19). Interna-
tional human rights organizations continue to report on the frequent use
of torture and inhumane treatment by security forces in response to polit-
ical protest and alleged disturbances of public order. Extrajudicial killings
often occur as acts of revenge or retaliation for violent acts and nonvio-
lent interactions with members of the security forces; an example of such
a killing was the murder of well-known human rights defender Joberth
Jitmau in May 2016 (International Coalition for Papua 2017, p. 3).

International attention focused on this part of Indonesia is growing.
Since 2014, the establishment of a broad coalition of pro-independence
groups working overseas—the United Liberation Movement for West
Papua (ULMWP); its main partner inside Papua, the Komite Nasional
Papua Barat (West Papua National Committee [KNPB]); and the
regional support group Pacific Decolonization Solidarity Movement
(PDSM)—have brought a new dynamic to the independence movement.
The movement’s short-term objective is to move from observer status to
full membership of the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG), a sub-
group of the Pacific Islands Forum consisting of Vanuatu, the Solomon
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Islands, Papua New Guinea, and Fiji, with one nongovernment member,
the Kanak Socialist National Liberation Front of New Caledonia. In
2016, much to the disdain of the Indonesian government, members of
the MSG raised their concern about human rights violations against the
Papuan population at the UN General Assembly, supported by other
bodies, such as the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimina-
tion (CERD). Since then, Indonesia has invested significant diplomatic
and aid efforts to suppress momentum on this issue and has so far suc-
ceeded in blunting the independence groups’ push. In October 2017, the
Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict (2017) concluded: “In trying to
resolve past human rights cases . . . the Jokowi government’s commit-
ment to addressing grievances became mixed up with trying to stop a
pro-independence Papuan bid for membership in a Pacific subregional
organisation.” Shortly after, ULMWP activists presented the UN Spe-
cial Committee on Decolonization with a petition signed by 1.8 million
people from Papua, pressing for the issue of Papua’s self-determination
to be addressed internationally (Chauvel 2017).

Aceh

The conflict between the Indonesian government and separatists in Aceh
began in 1976 after GAM declared Acehnese independence. Over almost
three decades of conflict, an estimated 15,000 to 30,000 people died and
another 100,000 were displaced (McCulloch 2005). Out of hundreds of
documented incidents of human rights abuse in Aceh, very few of the
perpetrators have been brought to trial, and only in military or koneksitas
courts (civil-military courts), away from public scrutiny and with very
disappointing outcomes. Senior military officers were usually spared
from standing trial, and only lower and mid-ranking officers were pun-
ished, although, because of a lack of transparency, it remains unclear
whether those who were found guilty actually served their sentences
(International Centre for Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011).

The Boxing Day tsunami of December 26, 2004, had a devastating
impact on Aceh and altered the course of its history. With an epicentre
off the west coast of northern Sumatra, the tsunami claimed 230,000
lives in 14 countries around the Indian Ocean with the highest number
of losses suffered in Aceh. Following the tsunami, international negotia-
tors brokered a memorandum of understanding (the Helsinki MoU)
between GAM and government forces in 2005 to end the decades of
conflict (Aspinall 2005b). The peace agreement contained four mecha-
nisms to implement peace between GAM and the Indonesian military.
First, it called for an amnesty for the rebel fighters of GAM. Second, it
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outlined a timetable and benchmarks for demobilization, disarmament,
and decommissioning of GAM and Indonesian forces. Third, it estab-
lished an agenda for the reintegration of combatants, political prisoners,
and civilians involved in the conflict and a foundation for compensation
payments to victims of the conflict. Fourth, it recommended the estab-
lishment of a human rights court and a truth and reconciliation commit-
tee for Aceh, though it provided no details or a time line on how to
establish it (Ehito 2015; Aspinall 2008Db).

In 2005, President Yudhoyono signed a presidential decree (No. 22
of 2005) granting general amnesty to persons involved in GAM activi-
ties, and more than 1,400 prisoners were granted amnesty and released
(Aspinall 2008b). Armed conflict in Aceh has ended, human rights
abuses linked to the security forces have been reduced, and the province
is now mostly peaceful, but the justice and reconciliation agenda has
failed completely. Despite a law calling for it to be established, the pro-
posed human rights court for Aceh has not been established, and if it
had been, it would have no retrospective authority, so it could not deal
with cases on events that occurred before 2006.

As outlined in the Helsinki MoU, it was agreed that there would be a
truth and reconciliation commission in Aceh as part of a national Indone-
sian TRC. This was also provided for in the 2006 law for the governing
of Aceh, but the TRC for Aceh has not been established because, as men-
tioned earlier, the national TRC was ruled unconstitutional in 2006
(Aspinall 2008b). In 2013, in the absence of a national TRC, Aceh’s
provincial parliament mandated the establishment of a local Komisi
Kebenaran dan Rekonsiliasi (Commission for Truth and Reconciliation
[KKR]), even though not all local political leaders supported it. Among
those who opposed it were a number of former GAM leaders, no doubt
concerned about the possibility that former GAM members could be held
accountable for human rights abuses during the conflict. Despite severe
shortfalls in funding for the KKR, the commissioners were elected in late
2016. The KKR is mandated to design a reconciliation mechanism incor-
porating dispute-resolution practices based on local Acehnese adat (cus-
tom). These mechanisms are expected to be established at the local level
and will only be used to adjudicate cases that do not involve gross human
rights violations (Kent and Affiat 2017). Because it has no power to
extract detailed information from the Indonesian military about its role in
the conflict, the KKR may have only a very limited chance of proving
human rights abuse and initiating prosecution of the perpetrators.

In the absence of juridical redress, a range of alternative forms of
justice and economic compensation have so far dominated post-conflict
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transformation in Aceh. The Helsinki MoU provided for economic
assistance for those most affected by the conflict, identified as former
combatants, political prisoners, and civilians who suffered demonstrable
loss. However, embedding reparation for victims within a reintegration
program for former combatants proved problematic. Compensation was
to include suitable farmland, employment, or social security for victims
unable to work. In February 2006, the Badan Reintegrasi-Damai Aceh
(Aceh Peaceful Reintegration Agency [BRA]) was set up to implement
an extensive reintegration program and offer funds to local victims and
their families. After calling for livelihood proposals from former com-
batants and victims, BRA received approximately 48,500 applications.
By mid-2007, 20,000 payments to victims’ families, averaging about
U$200-300 per family had been made (Clarke et al. 2008, p. 27). Wide-
spread corruption was reported, however, so it is likely that some of
these payments never reached those entitled to them. Instead of truth-
seeking and institutional justice, what could be observed in Aceh was “a
sort of ‘monetisation of justice’” (Aspinall 2008b, p. 22).

Besides compensation, great hope was placed in local traditional
practices of reconciliation, such as diyat (compensation for the family
of people killed) and peusijuek (ritual to symbolize reconciliation), to
overcome grievances (Avonius 2009). These do not satisfy many vic-
tims, however, leaving a sense of injustice that might have long-term
implications for the sustainability of peace in Aceh. Any failure to pro-
vide justice to victims while perpetrators evade punishment has the
potential to remain a potent source of grievance that might reignite the
struggle for secession in the future.

Since Aceh began to enforce its sharia criminal code in late 2015,
human rights groups have raised concerns about the use of the code and
its associated bylaws to carry out public canings and to criminalize con-
sensual same-sex sexual acts and all zina (sexual relations outside of
marriage). This has resulted in particular concern about the loss of basic
rights for members of the LGBTQI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, and intersex) community in Aceh, to the extent that Human
Rights Watch (HRW) has described that loss as a violation of basic
human rights as agreed in the Helsinki MoU (Harsono 2017a).

East Timor

The Comissdo de Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliagdo de Timor
Leste (Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in East
Timor [CAVR]) has documented an estimated minimum of 102,800
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conflict-related deaths in East Timor between 1974 and 1999, com-
prising 18,600 violent killings and 84,200 deaths from disease and
starvation. Indonesian forces and their auxiliaries were held responsi-
ble for 70 percent of the killings. Because of East Timor’s remoteness
and the difficulties news media had in gaining access to the island,
most of this violence initially went unnoticed by the outside world.
This changed on November 11, 1991, when Indonesian military opened
fire on a crowd of peaceful mourners in a procession to Dili’s Santa
Cruz cemetery. In what became known as the Dili, or Santa Cruz,
Massacre, at least 250 East Timorese pro-independence demonstrators
were shot. Coverage of the killings by foreign journalists and the
death of a foreigner in the shooting meant the event reached a world-
wide audience, resulting in significant international pressure on the
Indonesian government.

There was another spike in deaths in East Timor at the time of the
independence referendum in late August 1999, when a resounding
majority of Timorese voted in favor of secession from Indonesia.
Despite the presence of international observers and the UN Transi-
tional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) following the referen-
dum, violence erupted, perpetrated by local militia sponsored and
equipped by the Indonesian military. Fourteen hundred people died
and between 60 and 80 percent of East Timor’s infrastructure was
destroyed in a scorched-earth program of systematic destruction. An
estimated 400,000 people were displaced from their homes, many of
them forced into West Timor by the militia.

In May 2002, Timor-Leste, as the new nation was now called,
achieved full independence. It faced three significant legal challenges.
First, it had to rebuild an administrative and juridical apparatus from
scratch to establish the rule of law and enable democratization and
internal sovereignty. Second, the new state had to create institutions
and mechanisms to support internal reconciliation, which was deemed
necessary for the successful integration of those who had previously
opposed Timor’s independence. Third, it had to fulfill its international
human rights obligations in order to be accepted as a legitimate mem-
ber of the international community (Strating 2014). Despite several
promising attempts at the local, national, and bilateral level, most
achievements in bringing justice to the Timorese have not been
entirely satisfactory.

UNTAET operated as the interim governing authority in East Timor
from October 25, 1999, until independence on May 20, 2002. The
CAVR was established in 2001 and began operating the following year,
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its main focus being to record minor human rights abuses, such as loot-
ing, burning, and minor assault, and to promote nonjudicial ways of
dealing with low-level offenses in order to pave the way to community
reconciliation, rather than restorative justice. Reconciliation had differ-
ent meanings for different people. For some, it implied forgiveness, for-
getting, and closure on the violent past to enable everyone to move for-
ward; for others, it meant acknowledging the past without any proper
compensation to the victims of past abuse (Kent 2009). CAVR pre-
sented its full report, called Chega! (Portuguese for “no more, stop,
enough!”), to the Timor-Leste parliament in 2005 and to the United
Nations in 2006, and it was subsequently published in the Tetum, Por-
tuguese, and Indonesian languages. The government of Timor-Leste has
implemented some of its recommendations, including establishing an
institute for memory, the Centro Nacional Chega! in Dili.

Within a month of the 1999 referendum, Komnas HAM established
the Komisi Penyelidik Pelanggaran Hak Asasi Manusia di Timor Timur
(Commission for Human Rights Violations in East Timor [KPP-HAM])
in Jakarta (Linton 2004). Its report, published early in 2000, found
“widespread collaboration between Indonesian military and police and
pro-autonomy militia” and identified high-ranking officials, including
General Wiranto, the commander in chief, as responsible for crimes
against humanity (Strating 2014, p. 237). It also named twenty-nine
military, police, militia, and civilians suspected of responsibility for the
violence. As had the international commission of inquiry set up by the
United Nations, KPP-HAM’s report also recommended that an interna-
tional tribunal should try crimes committed in 1999.

On September 15, 1999, the UN Security Council issued a binding
resolution that called upon the Indonesian government to bring the per-
petrators to justice, giving them two options—to accept an international
tribunal, or to establish a national human rights court. Timor-Leste
lacked the resources for such an extensive tribunal, but in any case,
Indonesia was very much opposed to an international tribunal, preferring
to establish its own human rights tribunal to investigate and prosecute
crimes committed in Timor-Leste. Indonesia’s foreign minister, Alwi
Shihab, worked to convince the UN Security Council and Secretary-
General to agree to an ad hoc human rights court model (Hadiprayitno
2010). The Human Rights Court Law (No. 26/2000), adopted in Novem-
ber 2000, was the result of strong international pressure, but also behind
its adoption was the sincerity of President Abdurrahman Wahid, who
had apologized to Timor-Leste when he visited in March 2000. The ad
hoc human rights court was established in August 2001, but it could not
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adequately address human rights violations committed in 1999. Prosecu-
tors charged eighteen mid-level and senior-level officials, most of them
members of the security forces. Six senior police, military, civilian, and
militia leaders were convicted, but all were acquitted on appeal (Interna-
tional Centre for Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011; Linton 2004;
Azhar 2014). A report presented by three experts appointed by the UN
Secretary-General to monitor the implementation of the Security Coun-
cil’s recommendation led commentators to describe the court proceed-
ings as “sham” trials (Jolliffe 2005).

Not only was Indonesia reluctant to pursue perpetrators with the
greatest responsibility for crimes committed during and after the referen-
dum within its own justice processes, it was also reluctant to extradite
suspects to Timor-Leste. The Serious Crimes Unit established by the
United Nations indicted 380 people; of those, about fifty have been con-
victed, mostly East Timorese militiamen unable to flee to Indonesia. Like
other Indonesian senior military figures, General Wiranto enjoyed sanctu-
ary in Indonesia, despite an international warrant for his arrest. Wiranto
pursued a political career unhindered and has never faced any legal reper-
cussions, being appointed coordinating minister for political, legal, and
security affairs in Joko Widodo’s cabinet in July 2016. Timor-Leste’s
reliance on imports of rice, ammunition, and other goods from Indonesia
and its need to foster a friendly relationship with Indonesia have miti-
gated against putting pressure on the Indonesian government for extradi-
tions. It was, therefore, not unexpected that, in late 2004, Indonesia and
Timor-Leste jointly established a Commission for Truth and Friendship
(CTF) to investigate the 1999 violence, independently of UN recommen-
dations and intervention. The CTF was made up of an equal number of
Indonesian and Timor-Leste representatives. Four years later, after inter-
viewing only eighty-five people and collecting statements from only
sixty-two witnesses, the CTF produced its final report, which recom-
mended four major actions relating to institutional reform, development
of joint policies, establishment of new human rights institutions, and
reparation. The CTF recommendations contained no detailed estimates
for reparations amounts and nothing about how to distribute the cost of
establishing the proposed institutions between the two countries. Both
Indonesia and Timor-Leste have demonstrated a lack of political will in
implementing many of the CTF’s recommendations (Strating 2014).

Having observed little serious effort to bring those responsible for
crimes against humanity to justice, the UN Security Council set up the
Serious Crimes Investigation Team in 2006 to resume the investigative
functions of the former Serious Crimes Unit, established under UNTAET.
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Its task was to help Timor-Leste’s prosecutor-general complete out-
standing investigations into cases of serious crimes committed in 1999.
The UN Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT) was established in
August 2006 to support the new government in enforcing security and
democratic governance in the country. It completed its mandate at the
end of 2012, citing good progress on key developmental indicators in
the country and peaceful elections earlier that year. Timor-Leste again
held peaceful national elections in 2017.

Tanjung Priok

In September 1984, Indonesian security forces opened fire on civilian
protesters at Jakarta’s port, Tanjung Priok, killing at least twenty-four
people, although local observers estimated the number of deaths as being
up to ten times higher. The protest broke out after a military officer had
tried to remove from the local mosque written material that was critical
of the Suharto regime and of the imposition of Pancasila as the sole state
ideology. Angry members of the mosque burned his motorbike. The mil-
itary arrested four people, which led to a protest march to the office of
the military district command, joined by more than 1,500 protesters. In
the aftermath of the shooting, dozens of protesters were disappeared,
others were arbitrarily arrested and detained, and some tortured and sub-
jected to unfair trials. In 1999, a Komnas HAM investigation into the
incident led to the establishment of the Commission for the Investigation
and Examination of Human Rights Violations in Tanjung Priok, the
membership of which included several New Order military figures. Its
final report found that there had been no systematic massacre at Tanjung
Priok (Junge 2008). The report enraged members of the Front Pembela
Islam (Islamic Defenders Front [FPI]), who attacked the office of Kom-
nas HAM. In a follow-up report, published in October 2000, Komnas
HAM called for the establishment of an ad hoc trial, singling out twenty-
three members of the military, including some high-ranking officers, to
be investigated for their involvement in the Tanjung Priok Massacre. The
most prominent of these was retired general Try Sutrisno, former com-
mander in chief of the military and vice president under Suharto.

In April 2001, President Abdurrahman Wahid issued a presidential
decree (No. 53 of 2001) to establish the Ad Hoc Human Rights Court
for Tanjung Priok. The decree was revised by Presidential Decree No.
96 of 2001, issued by Megawati Sukarnoputri, which emphasizes the
location and the time of the atrocities (Hadiprayitno 2010). The trial
commenced in September 2003 and all defendants were indicted for
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crimes against humanity under the Human Rights Court Law (26/2000).
However, all defendants were low- and middle-ranking officers, while
the actual decisionmakers and more senior military figures, such as Try
Sutrisno and the former armed forces commander, retired general L. B.
Murdani, escaped trial. The outcome of the trial was further weakened
a year later when the twelve (of fourteen retired and active military per-
sonnel tried), who were initially found guilty, were acquitted on appeal
(International Centre for Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011).

The trial itself came under heavy criticism for other reasons. Mem-
bers of the military had threatened victims and witnesses, both inside
and outside the courtroom, and the judges had not dared interfere. Such
blatant intimidation caused several defendants to alter their testimonies
from the statements they had initially made to investigators and lawyers
(Hamid 2009). According to the International Centre for Transitional
Justice and KontraS (2011), prosecutors failed to consider those respon-
sible for planning the action, drafted weak indictments, and failed to
ensure protection of witnesses or victims. The military made known its
disdain for the legal process and the ad hoc court, expressing preference
for the issue to be settled in accordance with is/ah (traditional Islamic
practice to achieve reconciliation in a dispute). Before the trial had
started, the military distributed cash grants of between Rp1.5 and 2 mil-
lion and motorcycles to Tanjung Priok victims (Waterson 2009). More-
over, to make the process more credible, the military invited well-known
and respected Islamic scholar Nurcholish Madjid to oversee the signing
of the Islah Charter, a document drawn up to confirm reconciliation
between the people in Tanjung Priok and the military (Ehito 2015).

Victims and their representatives asked President Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono to further investigate the issue, without success. During his
election campaign in 2014, Joko Widodo promised to look into the Tan-
jung Priok Massacre, along with other gross human rights violations,
but four years into his presidency, this and other commitments to human
rights had fallen from his list of priorities. Despite his implication in the
Tanjung Priok case, Try Sutrisno was appointed in June 2017 by
Widodo to be his adviser for a presidential working group tasked with
the enforcement of Pancasila (Batu 2017).

Post-New Order Human Rights
Violations and Ongoing Impunity

Every Thursday afternoon from four o’clock to five o’clock, a group of
people wearing black shirts and carrying black umbrellas stand silently
facing the presidential palace in a demonstration known as Kamisan
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(Kamis means Thursday). They assemble to protest against a range of
human rights abuses, such as the mass killings in 1965-1966 and the
disappearance and murder of activists in 1998, in an effort to prevent
the nation from forgetting past abuses. Why have calls for transitional
justice for historical crimes against humanity committed under the New
Order been more or less dismissed by successive governments in dem-
ocratic Indonesia? Human rights advocates point to the ongoing
impunity of perpetrators of these crimes, many of whom have resumed
positions of power and influence in contemporary Indonesia (Hadiz
2017b; Purdey 2016b). As the East Timor and Papua cases demonstrate,
human rights violations did not cease with the fall of the New Order
government and the reformasi, and intimidation of and violence against
defenders of human rights has persisted.

Violence Against Human Rights Defenders:
The Case of Munir

On September 7, 2004, Munir Said Thalib, a leading human rights lawyer,
died on a Garuda flight from Singapore to Amsterdam, where he
planned to undertake postgraduate studies. He had been poisoned with
arsenic while in transit in Singapore, so he did not survive the flight.
More than a decade later, there has been no progress in identifying
those behind his murder. As one of Indonesia’s most prominent human
rights campaigners, Munir Said Thalib (known simply as Munir) had
taken up the cause of dozens of activists who were disappeared. He
cofounded two human rights organizations; helped uncover evidence of
military responsibility for human rights violations in Aceh, Papua, and
Timor-Leste; and made recommendations to the government for bringing
high-ranking officials to justice. In September 1999, he was appointed to
KPP-HAM in East Timor.

In December 2004, Presidential Decree No. 111 responded to pub-
lic outrage by establishing a fourteen-member team, headed by a high-
ranking police official and including senior human rights activists, to
conduct a six-month investigation of Munir’s murder. Two agencies
whose members were implicated through phone records and internal
memos—Badan Intelijen Negara (State Intelligence Agency [BIN]) and
Garuda, the national airline—would not cooperate with the team’s
investigation, but the team completed its task and submitted a report to
the president, which implicated senior Garuda and BIN officials and
recommended establishing a new team with a more robust mandate.
The government did not release the report, contravening an explicit
provision in the decree for its public release; nor did it establish a new
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team, despite domestic and international pressure to do so (Interna-
tional Centre for Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011).

Three employees of Garuda were convicted of Munir’s murder, but
it is unlikely that they acted alone, and those responsible at the highest
levels for his death have allegedly not been brought to justice. In 2008,
former BIN official Muchdi Purwopranjono faced trial but was acquit-
ted. The findings of an independent investigation in 2005 were ignored
by the government and never published. Successive governments have
shown little political will to reopen the case.

In 2014, Joko Widodo, then president-elect, appointed Abdullah
Mahmud Hendropriyono to his inner-circle transition team. Hen-
dropriyono headed BIN at the time of Munir’s murder, and many
human rights groups believe he was involved in planning the assassina-
tion, although Hendropriyono has always denied the allegations. Out-
rage from Munir’s widow at the appointment forced Jokowi’s camp to
reaffirm their commitment to resolving Munir’s case, but there has been
no progress in doing so during the first term of Jokowi’s presidency.
The 2013 opening of a museum commemorating Munir’s life and work
in his hometown, Batu, has ensured that his murder will not be erased
from the collective memory.

Gender Discrimination and Violence Against Women

Some aspects of gender inequality and their consequences for women’s
health, education, and work have been identified in Chapter 6; this section
elaborates further on discrimination and violence against women. During
the New Order, most women in Indonesia played a subordinate role in
public life; their roles were limited to being mothers, housewives, and
supporters of their husbands. Under the notion of azas kekeluargaan (lit-
erally, family principle), an approach used by the state to convey a vision
of the nation as one big happy family (Aisyah and Parker 2014), Indone-
sian women were largely “normatively gendered and essentially depoliti-
cized” (Pohlman 2017). Any contribution to family income was usually
expected only from lower-middle-class women and the working poor. In
reality, of course, millions of households were headed by women in the
absence of or through the incapacity of a male family member.
Employment in public office and membership in political organiza-
tions were largely reserved for men, although most public institutions had
a subsidiary branch reserved for the wives of key stakeholders, such as
Dharma Wanita (for civil servants’ wives) and Dharma Pertiwi (for wives
of the armed forces), which were largely quiescent and conformed to the
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government agenda (Blackburn 1999). Independent political activism by
women was largely discouraged, as evidenced by the demonization and
destruction of the Communist women’s movement, Gerakan Wanita
Indonesia (Gerwani) (Pohlman 2017). An example of such discourage-
ment is the case of Marsinah, a factory worker and union activist, who
was abducted, tortured, raped, and murdered following a protest in May
1993. Although Marsinah became a symbol in the struggle against vio-
lence against women, her killers never faced justice. The cases of many
women who were suspected Communists or simply relatives of support-
ers of the left, and who were therefore subjected to sexual assault, arbi-
trary arrest, torture, stigmatization, and marginalization under the New
Order stand as further examples. Under the New Order regime, women
not only lacked state protection from violence of many kinds but were
even subjected to certain kinds of gender violence encouraged by the
regime itself, particularly against those it depicted as leftists or rebels.
Under the New Order, the Indonesian army used rape as an instrument of
torture and intimidation in Aceh, Papua, and East Timor.

It was not until near the end of the New Order that young urban
women, influenced by international debate on gender equality and sup-
ported by funding from international sources, began to set up organiza-
tions. One of the main focuses of their activities was state-driven and
domestic violence against women, and their activism was driven mainly
by the government’s inertia. Violence against women in public and pri-
vate spheres simply had no place in the government’s perception of a
harmonious society based on contented families and a just state (Black-
burn 1999). Sexual violence and rape outside of the domestic sphere
were often blamed on the victims and their assumed looseness, both by
the police and the courts, thereby exposing victims to shame and humil-
iation and explaining why so few cases were reported.

Although a number of serious cases of sexual violence were
reported, there has been a striking lack of indictments for sexual crimes.
Under the Indonesian criminal procedural code, two witnesses must cor-
roborate any allegation of rape, and a medical examination must be
ordered by police within twenty-four hours of the crime for the perpe-
trator to be convicted. In the aftermath of mass violence and gang rapes
in May 1998, all kinds of violence against women and the relationship
between the state and women were debated more openly in Indonesia,
but the debate revealed a need for more public education to change pub-
lic attitudes toward victims.

The union between husband and wife under Indonesian law is
unequal, not least because the 1974 Marriage Law states that a husband



156 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

is the head and main breadwinner in a family. Most domestic violence
occurs within marriage (Aisyah and Parker 2014), but reporting it has
long been problematic, partly because domestic issues are not consid-
ered public matters requiring the intervention of outsiders. Ground-
breaking change came with Law 23/2004 on the Abolition of Domestic
Violence, which introduced the terminology of domestic violence (kek-
erasan dalam rumah tangga) for the first time and outlawed marital
rape (Aisyah and Parker 2014). Although much needs to be done by
government agencies and NGOs, the Indonesian people are now more
aware of widespread domestic violence. According to data collected by
Komnas Perempuan (2012), 113,878 cases of domestic violence were
reported in 2011, 97 percent of which were of violence toward wives. In
the 2010s, there have been increases in divorce rates and more cases ini-
tiated by women citing their husband’s infidelity, financial problems,
and polygamy as grounds for divorce (Sumner and Lindsey 2010), but
women who leave their husbands are still stigmatized in Indonesia. The
stigmatization of janda (widow or divorcée) arises because of their
autonomy as women not under a man’s control, and because the sexual
desire (nafsu) of widows and divorcées is viewed as a threat by the
wider public (Aisyah and Parker 2014).

After the collapse of the Suharto regime, conservative Islam gained
in influence, enabling conservative Muslims to gain control over impor-
tant institutions and to strengthen reactionary interpretations of women’s
position in society. This was particularly apparent when Megawati
Sukarnoputri ran for the presidency. As a daughter of Sukarno, the
nation’s founder, she was very popular, but there was widespread con-
sensus among Muslim leaders that a woman could not lead a Muslim
nation (Blackburn 1999). Against the common expectation that reformasi
would increase gender equality and improve the situation of women in
Indonesia, many of the new political parties were very reluctant to nom-
inate female candidates. Consequently, even fewer women entered par-
liament than there had been in the final New Order assembly.

However, during the early reformasi years, more young women
became active in civil-society organizations and religious institutions,
which gave them a platform on which to be heard in the public sphere.
Many religious women used revisionist interpretations of Islam to
encourage gender equality and challenge the legal grounds of polygamy.
At the same time, other pious Muslim women drove agendas seeking to
strengthen heteronormative discourses and conservative agendas (Rinaldo
2008), such as the prohibition of pornography (see Chapter 8) and in
sexual health and abortion (see Chapter 6). Another indication of regres-



Civil Society and Human Rights 157

sive trends in contemporary Indonesia has been the debate on female
circumcision, a practice that is still pervasive among Indonesian Mus-
lims (Baumgardner 2014). Although female circumcision in Indonesia
is less destructive than the female genital mutilation common in some
African countries, the Indonesian Ministry of Health banned the prac-
tice in 2006 in the face of significant opposition. The powerful Majelis
Ulama Indonesia (Council of Indonesian Ulama [MUI]) released an
edict in 2008 declaring that female circumcision was part of religious
practice, leading the Indonesian Health Ministry to repeal the ban in
2010 and to issue instead regulations for medical practitioners, rather
than traditional practitioners, to perform circumcisions under more san-
itary conditions. The medicalized approach backfired, as medical prac-
titioners tend to use scissors and make real cuts, rather than scratching
and rubbing the skin with a penknife as traditional circumcisers do. In
regulating female circumcision, the Indonesian government is caught
between international pressure to ban the practice and pressure from
Muslim authorities within Indonesia seeking to continue it. Despite
public education and campaigning to discourage female circumcision,
many Indonesians are still in favor of the practice.

The Islamist revival and growing Islamization of Indonesian poli-
tics and society have brought new obstacles and challenges for women.
Although several attempts to introduce sharia law on a national level
failed in 2002, under the Law on Regional Autonomy (22/1999) and
later under the Law on Local Government (32/2004), local governments
began to implement sharia law (perda sharia) in their districts, munici-
palities, and provinces. Between 1999 and 2008, of 470 districts and
municipalities, fifty-two enacted seventy-eight perda sharia (Bush
2008, p. 176). In fact, only nine of Indonesia’s thirty-four provinces
have not passed any perda sharia (Afrianti 2016, p. 350). Muslim
women activists and local female parliamentarians have complained
that they have not been consulted or involved sufficiently in drafting the
perda sharia, but complaints of any sort are generally dismissed by
accusing the complainant of being un-Islamic.

Generally, perda sharia seek to regulate public order and social
problems by, for example, prohibiting prostitution, gambling, and alco-
hol consumption. Others prescribe religious duties, including regularly
reading the Quran and paying religious tax (zakat); a number of perda
sharia relate to religious symbols, such as requiring Muslim civil ser-
vants or all Muslim women to wear Muslim clothing. The content of
perda sharia, however, varies widely from place to place. Women are
affected more negatively than men by the perda, not only because they
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regulate their dress and morality more vigorously, but also because
they restrict their mobility. Many cases have caught the media’s atten-
tion, such as that of a waitress in West Java who was arrested by local
police on her way home from work one evening and detained for three
days on suspicion of being a prostitute, as she had lipstick in her purse
(Bush 2008). Women’s groups have repeatedly complained about gen-
der discrimination inherent in many perda sharia. Komnas Perempuan
data from 2009 to August 2016 show that 421 discriminatory by-laws
were issued by local governments, including some that regulate moral-
ity and restrict women’s control over their own bodies. Although many
of these regional laws are in blatant violation of national regulations
that prescribe equality between men and women and prohibit gender-
based discrimination, the supreme court has been hesitant to review
and revoke problematic perda sharia (Parsons and Mietzner 2009;
Lindsey and Butt 2016). Furthermore, following a ruling of the consti-
tutional court in early 2017, the central government now has reduced
powers to revoke regional by-laws.

LGBTAl Community

LGBTQI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex)
movements in Indonesia were started by the transgender male-to-female
(waria) groups in Jakarta and Surabaya in the 1970s, with Himpunan
Waria Djakarta (Waria Association for Jakarta) actually established with
the support of Jakarta governor Ali Sadikin (Boellstorff 2004a, pp. 176—
177). At that time, Indonesian society seemed more open to gender
identities and sexual orientations that were not heteronormative, partly
because many ethnic groups had additional social gender constructions
beyond the male-female dichotomy. The term Ahomosexual was an
import that entered Indonesia in the 1970s and was initially strongly
associated with diseases such as HIV/AIDS (Khanis 2013).

Despite experiencing many setbacks, these early waria groups
inspired LGBTQI people to establish organizations and media outlets
in the 1980s and late 1990s, of which GAYa Nusantara is one of the
oldest and best known. Until the 2000s, there was no unified or coordi-
nated approach among the LGBTQI groups, which fought for their
rights separately. Because they all faced strong, often religiously
inspired, resistance to their struggle and their specific concerns, many
of these small groups came together in larger networks. In 2004, the
Directorate-General of Human Rights under the Ministry of Law and
Human Rights formally included LGBTQI people as a group in need of
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protection, a stipulation that was set out in the Rancangan Hak Asasi
Manusia (National Human Rights Plan of Action [Ran HAM)), although
little action followed to put any protection in place. LGBTQI people
increasingly face violence, harassment, discrimination, and stigmatiza-
tion in Indonesia (Boellstorff 2004b). Islamic fundamentalist groups
have attacked LGBTQI events and activists on many occasions, often
under the eye of Indonesian police. Some observers have noted that
Indonesia is still relatively tolerant of homosexuality, bisexuality, and
transgenderism in comparison with many other Muslim countries.
Although this may be the case, tolerance of ideas and practices that are
not heteronormative is not only defined by the absence of prohibition or
by the shadowy underground existence of those ideas and practices. For
example, Indonesian television and films in 2019 include gay characters
in minor roles, although they are usually depicted with ridicule in a way
that reinforces heteronormative and patriarchal social dominance.

The Indonesian criminal code does not prohibit homosexual acts
between consenting adults, as long as they are private and do not
involved commercial gain. A national bill that sought to criminalize
homosexuality failed twice to be enacted, first in 2003 and again in
2017. Nevertheless, some local governments have passed by-laws based
on traditional Islamic morality that criminalize homosexuality. The
perda sharia, described above, introduced by the Acehnese provincial
government in 2002, criminalizes /iwath (sodomy) with a maximum
punishment of 100 lashes, 100 months in jail, or a fine of 1,000 grams
of gold. The first conviction was in 2017, when two young men were
sentenced to public caning with eighty-three lashes each (Rompies and
Topsfield 2017). Anti-LGBTQI sentiments are widespread, not only in
regions that have adopted conservative perda, but also in cities that
have generally been more open and safe for LGBTQI. Homophobic vio-
lence that is both politically and religiously driven is on the rise. For
example, in 2017 the police in Jakarta launched multiple raids on gay
saunas under the pretext of pornography law; those arrested were
paraded before the media and morally condemned.

Religious Minorities

Religion plays an important role in the private and public lives of
Indonesians. For many decades, Indonesia has been praised for its toler-
ance of religious diversity and for its active promotion of pluralism.
Although the constitution acknowledges and protects freedom of religion,
only six religions are officially recognized in Indonesia and protected by
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the state—Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Buddhism, Hinduism,
and Confucianism. In November 2017, a constitutional court decision
ruled that articles in the 2013 Civil Administration Law requiring
Indonesians to adhere to one of the six religions or face restrictions in
education, employment, and marriage were discriminatory (Topsfield
and Rompies 2017). Thus it should now be legal and permissible for
adherents of indigenous religions to include their religion on their
identity cards. In the 2000 census, 400,000 Indonesians identified as
following faiths other than the six official religions, among them a
number of traditional beliefs and indigenous religions. The constitu-
tional court ruling effectively gave official recognition to these faiths
and was heralded as a significant win for religious freedom (Harsono
2017b). Atheism is prohibited and punishable under the 1965 Presiden-
tial Instruction on Blasphemy (commonly known as the Blasphemy
Law). In theory, the state in Indonesia should be neutral toward all reli-
gions, but in reality it often is not. Muslims, as adherents of the state’s
majority religion, demand privileges, and when the state consents to
those privileges, it discriminates against adherents of other beliefs.

Nearly all Muslims in Indonesia are Sunni, the largest branch of
Islam globally. Sunni Muslims are represented by several organizations
that cut across the political spectrum, and some have strong interna-
tional ties. Salafism and Wahabbism, both of which originated in the
Middle East, have influenced both the ultraconservative and violent
strains of Sunni Islam in Indonesia since the 1980s. Under the New
Order, any political opinion that diverged from the official national nar-
rative on religion and ethnicity was prohibited in order to prevent reli-
gious conflict and strengthen national cohesion. Nevertheless, a number
of violent attacks on Christian churches took place on Java, particularly
in the mid-1990s (Purdey 2006; Intan 2012), and similar attacks have
persisted in the democratic era.

After the fall of Suharto, however, many long-repressed views,
some of them radical and even militant, began to emerge and flour-
ished, undisturbed by the state (Colbran 2010). During the sectarian
conflict on the Maluku Islands between 1999 and 2004, hundreds of
Christian and Muslim victims lost their lives (Brauchler 2003). Vio-
lence between Christians and Muslims also erupted in Poso on
Sulawesi (McRae 2013a). Annual reports by the Setara Institute on
religious freedom and the repression of minorities show that there were
216 violent attacks on religious minorities in 2010, 244 in 2011, 264 in
2012, 177 in 2014, and 236 in 2015. Among the victims were Chris-
tians, Shias, Ahmadis, members of Gafatar, and many unrecognized
animist groups, such as Sunda Wiwitan. Extremists also targeted foreign
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“infidels,” as in the Bali bombings of 2002 and 2005 and the attacks on
Jakarta’s Marriott Hotel in 2003, on the Australian Embassy in 2004,
and in the city center on Jalan Thamrin in 2016. In May 2018, a family
of suicide bombers carried out coordinated attacks on three churches in
Surabaya, killing forty-one Indonesians.

In addition to physical assaults and the forced displacement of
minority religious groups, hundreds of churches and other places of
worship have been closed and the construction of new facilities denied
(Crouch 2012). Post-Suharto governments have, overall, failed to
respond decisively to religious intolerance, acts of harassment, intimi-
dation, and open violence, particularly against the Ahmadis (Colbran
2010). Not only has the state limited freedom of religion by determining
how religions must be interpreted and practiced, but its legal structure
has supported harassment and violence directed at minority religious
groups in the interests of maintaining orthodox interpretation of rituals,
religious harmony, and public order (Human Rights Watch 2013).

Religious extremists and militias, such as FPI, have committed
many violent acts in the name of Islam, and the FPI is known to have
close connections with some police and army generals. Its leaders, such
as Rizieq Shihab and Munarman, received relatively lenient sentences
for violence they had instigated, such as an attack on an interfaith gath-
ering in Jakarta in 2008. Besides the new radical groups, the perform-
ance of the established Muslim mainstream organizations, NU and
Muhammadiyah, the most dominant promoters of moderate Islam in
Indonesia, has left a lot to be desired. Although both have occasionally
condemned violence against minorities in the name of Islam, they have
done little to prevent legal discrimination against religious minorities,
such as the Shia and the Ahmadis. In fact, MUI has issued a fatwa urg-
ing a ban of Ahmadiyah, Shia, and Gafatar. It has also condemned sec-
ularism, pluralism, and liberalism in one of its fatwas, combining them
in the acronym SIPILIS to invoke their association with disease. By
April 2011, nearly half of Indonesia’s then thirty-three provinces had
banned Ahmadiyah, thus diminishing the rights of its adherents, includ-
ing the right to register their marriages.

One of the most effective instruments used in preventing members
of religious minorities from exercising their religious beliefs and in pun-
ishing deviant believers is the 1965 Blasphemy Law, enacted under Pres-
ident Sukarno in response to requests from Muslim conservatives.
Before 1998, there were only a few notable convictions for religious
defamation, but since then, more than fifty cases have been tried, mostly
for insulting Islam (Crouch 2012). Among more recent cases was that
of Sebastian Joe, a Muslim sentenced to four years’ imprisonment for
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blasphemy in November 2012, increased to five years in 2013 under the
Information and Electronic Transactions Law, by the Ciamis court, West
Java, for comments about Islam on his Facebook page (Human Rights
Watch 2013). A very prominent case was that of former Jakarta governor
Basuki Purnama (Ahok), a Chinese Indonesian Christian, sentenced to
two years in prison in May 2017 for allegedly insulting Muslim believers
by including a Quranic verse in an election campaign speech.

In October 2009, NGO activists challenged the Blasphemy Law in
the constitutional court. Led by former president Abdurrahman Wahid,
the petitioners argued that the law violates the constitutional right to
freedom of expression and Indonesia’s obligations under international
human rights treaties (Crouch 2012). Members of Islamist militias
attended the hearings in the constitutional court, and some of them
harassed the petitioners’ lawyers and witnesses at the court building,
without facing any consequences. In 2010, the constitutional court,
whose decisions cannot be appealed, confirmed the validity of the Blas-
phemy Law and placed restrictions on minority religious beliefs in the
interest of maintaining public order (Crouch 2012; Human Rights Watch
2013). The UN Human Rights Council criticized the ambiguity of the
Blasphemy Law several times in its Universal Periodic Review of
Indonesia in 2017, but the Indonesian government has repeatedly
rejected its recommendations. In July 2018, Indonesia’s constitutional
court dismissed for a third time since 2010 a petition to revoke the Blas-
phemy Law. This particular petition was filed by members of the
Ahmadiyah community who sought the law’s abolition on grounds that
it fuels discrimination and abuse of religious minorities. However, the
court ruled that such abuses had nothing to do with the Blasphemy Law
but were linked to subsequent regulations derived from the law and from
“local regulations” (Human Rights Watch 2018).

In 2017, the radical Islamic organization Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia
(HTI) was banned in the interest of protecting Indonesian unity, soon
after Joko Widodo signed a presidential decree giving the government
powers to ban groups incompatible with national unity. In a move criti-
cized by human rights groups, for the first time in the post-Suharto era
the government disbanded an organization without due process of law,
thus setting a disturbing precedent.

People with Disabilities

According to a national survey conducted by the Indonesian Ministry of
Health in 2013, 17 percent of Indonesians have a disability, and an esti-
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mated 6 percent live with a “mental emotional disorder” or a mental
health condition (Human Rights Watch 2016). Most of these people are
unable to access adequate health services, and they are very vulnerable
to human rights violations. The law that currently governs the Indone-
sian government’s approach to disability is Law No. 4/1997, which sit-
uates people with disabilities as helpless and in need of charitable assis-
tance. For years disability activists have demanded new regulations that
better reflect contemporary understandings of how people with disabil-
ities can contribute to and participate in society (Dibley 2016). In 2011,
Indonesia ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities. During the run-up to the 2014 presidential elections, Joko
Widodo promised that his government would implement a new national
law on the rights of people with disabilities to help overcome negative
perceptions of disability in Indonesia; the Persons with Disabilities Law
was introduced in 2016 (Fuad 2018). Basic improvements, such as bar-
rier-free access to public buildings, the use of braille, and even the use
of simultaneous sign language interpretation on television during presi-
dential debates, have been introduced very gradually (Dibley 2014),
though significant challenges remain.

The situation of the mentally ill in Indonesia is particularly dire,
as the provision of mental health care and special services for them
lags behind in the absence of adequate services, competent health-care
specialists, and adequately funded institutions. In 2013, there were
only forty-eight mental hospitals and between 600 and 800 trained
psychiatrists across Indonesia (Human Rights Watch 2016). A number
of studies have found that people living with a mental illness are far
more likely to experience human rights violations, including physical
restraint or shackling (pasung), and to have limited access to basic
rights, such as shelter, food, proper hygiene, and medicine; they are
also more likely to experience physical and sexual abuse (Nurjannah
et al. 2015; Human Rights Watch 2016).

Shackling is often the last resort for families that have limited
resources and fear violence. According to estimates by the Indonesian
Ministry of Health, more than 20,000 people were shackled in 2011
(Safitri 2011), and some were locked in rooms, sheds, cages, or even
animal shelters for periods of time ranging from a couple of hours or
days to years. Although shackling was officially banned in 1977, the
practice continues. Recently, the Indonesian Ministry of Health has
condemned shackling as an inhuman and discriminatory treatment of
the mentally ill, but it has not succeeded in eradicating the practice. A
government campaign, Indonesia Bebas Pasung 2014 (Indonesia to be
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free of shackling by 2014), was launched in 2010 but has faced set-
backs because local authorities have not allocated adequate funding to
existing facilities. The practice has also been underreported, which
has prevented authorities from intervening and providing alternative
treatment.* The number of mentally ill people who are not shackled
but are neglected or disowned by their families or communities and
left to wander, sometimes naked and dirty, on the outskirts of major
cities or in rural areas is also underreported. Living on the streets
exposes mentally ill people to bullying, mocking, physical abuse, and
sexual exploitation by strangers.

Although the provisions of Law 36/2009 on Health clearly spell out
that human rights of the mentally ill are to be respected, health-care
workers and academics have observed a disconnect between Indonesia’s
mental health legislation and local policy and procedures (Nurjannah et
al. 2015). According to Human Rights Watch (2016), unmodified elec-
troconvulsive therapy, without anaesthesia or muscle relaxants, contin-
ues to be practiced in Indonesia, often causing dental damage, spinal and
pelvic fractures, and muscle injuries in patients. Restraint, forced seclu-
sion, involuntary treatment, and medication also remain in widespread
use. Furthermore, it has been reported that patients in mental institutions
are beaten by guards and staff, sexually harassed by staff and other
patients, and administered contraception without prior consent (Human
Rights Watch 2016). Although Indonesia is a party to most major inter-
national human rights conventions and, therefore, obliged to respect the
human rights of persons with disabilities, successive governments have
done little to ensure meaningful compliance with those conventions.

Conclusion

Some say the past should be forgotten and, rather than dedicating time
and resources to dealing with past human rights abuse, Indonesia should
focus on preventing future abuse. Such thinking becomes problematic
when one considers the many different types of human rights abuse and
discrimination that still prevail in contemporary Indonesia. The experi-
ence of transitional justice in Indonesia illustrates some of the larger
continuing problems of governance in post-Suharto Indonesia, where
the rules of the game may have changed but many of the players have
not. Many from the New Order era have little interest in looking either
backward or deeper into the larger social forces at play (Ehito 2015).
The failures of transitional justice since the end of the New Order
reflect the incomplete reform of the military and a lack of will among
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political elites who fear incrimination for historical human rights abuses.
Moreover, the weakness of the judiciary is perhaps a key reason that
there has been so little justice in the post-Suharto era. Pressure from civil
society has also been inconsistent, with calls for justice at times uneven
and even muted, notably in the case of Munir’s murder in 2004 and,
more recently, in attacks on the offices of the YLBHI in 2017.

In the early reformasi period, Indonesian civil society flourished
and new laws intended to protect the rights of all, including minorities,
were adopted. However, in the late 2010s, legal and political commit-
ments made at home and internationally to addressing past and present
human rights abuse have so far been no guarantee of effective action.
The enforcement of human rights legislation remains problematic. For
those within civil society for whom human rights, gender equality, and
minority and disability rights are of central concern, the struggle has in
recent years become more difficult as conservative forces within and
outside government bring pressure to bear on advocates for universal
rights for all Indonesians.

Notes

1. In the fourth amendment to the 1945 constitution, the range of human rights
protection was expanded. Article 28 of the amended constitution guarantees the uni-
versally accepted human rights—the right to freedom of assembly, to life, to estab-
lish a family, to personal development, to be treated equally before the law, to work
and employment, to religion and freedom of expression, to information, to freedom
from torture and inhuman and degrading treatment, to a healthy environment, and to
freedom from discrimination (Hadiprayitno 2010).

2. According to Komnas HAM investigations, early on December 7, 2000,
unknown people attacked a police post in Abepura, killing two officers and a secu-
rity guard and setting fire to some shops. The police responded by conducting a
sweeping operation through student dormitories, taking more than 100 students into
custody, many of whom were injured and three of whom died. Komnas HAM found
that there had been torture, summary executions, and assault, and it recommended
prosecution of twenty-five police officers, twenty-one for their direct role in the
violence and four for operational responsibility. Komnas HAM forwarded the file to
the Office of the Attorney General, which charged two senior officers two years
later. Almost 100 witnesses provided evidence of systematic arrests and beatings,
but both officers were acquitted in 2005 and the victims’ claims for compensation
were dismissed (International Centre for Transitional Justice and KontraS 2011).

3. In 2003, seven low-level Army Special Forces (Kopassus) soldiers were
found guilty, not of murder, but of mistreatment and battery leading to Eluay’s death.

4. In 2014, 1,274 cases of pasung were reported across twenty-one provinces
and in 93 percent of cases, people were rescued, but there are no data on how many
were successfully rehabilitated and how many returned to being shackled once they
went home to their families (Human Rights Watch 2016, p. 38).
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Media and
Popular Culture

UNDER SUHARTO'S NEW ORDER REGIME, THE DENIAL OF HUMAN
rights and freedoms placed restrictions on the distribution of informa-
tion. The media was rigidly controlled and manipulated, and viewpoints
and voices opposing the regime were suppressed. In the two decades
since the end of the New Order, there has been widespread change in
freedom of expression, which has benefited both the media and popular
culture. Indonesia has a more vivid and diverse media landscape than
ever before and a booming media industry with dozens of national and
regional television stations (both public and commercial), hundreds of
radio stations and press outlets, and countless online media sites. The
enhanced freedom of expression and consequent media freedom are
achievements of reformasi, yet they have, to a certain extent, also fos-
tered fierce contestation and social instability. Whether the proliferation
of media outlets has democratized media content and public debate, as
is often widely assumed, remains open to question. Serious doubts per-
sist in the evaluation of the depth of the transition from Suharto’s
authoritarian regime toward a more open pluralistic and deregulated
political system in which the media fully acts as the fourth estate.
Despite democratic reforms and political deregulation, some skep-
tics argue that social and political transition has not been as deep as was
hoped for, because media outlets “have become a crucial site for the pro-
liferation of money politics” (Tapsell 2012a, p. 228). As described in
Chapter 4, kinship politics has continued over the last two decades in
Indonesia, supported by the “cartelisation of media ownership” in the
hands of the rich and their political and economic allies. Old Indonesian
oligarchies have built powerful multiplatform media oligopolies (Tapsell
2015, p. 32), which, because they lack diversity in their content, are

167



168 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

seriously impeding access to impartial news coverage and, therefore, to
freedom of expression. Currently, Indonesian print, broadcast, and online
media are dominated by twelve media conglomerates: MNC Group;
Kompas Gramedia Group; Elang Mahkota Teknologi; Visi Media Asia;
Jawa Pos Group; Mahaka Media; CT Group; BeritaSatu Media Hold-
ings; Media Group; MRA Media; Femina Group; and Tempo Inti Media
(Jurriéns 2016, p. 39). The recipe for their success lies in their multiplat-
form portfolio, or “digital ecosystem” as Ross Tapsell (2017, p. 39) calls
it, which goes beyond the production of news and increasingly connects
news outlets to e-commerce, gaming, travel, and event management, as
well as to housing, job, and communication portals. Not only have these
media oligarchs become even richer during the digital era, but most of
them have now placed their sons in vital positions in their oligopolies,
often in their media headquarters rather than in other business portfolios,
which will guarantee their future meddling in politics to spur their own
ambitions for political positions or, at least, as kingmakers.

Indonesians no longer have to rely on news that has been sanitized by
the state, as under the New Order, but they may not be getting the media
coverage they hope for yet. Given the influential media conglomerates
and their respective political agendas, it is hardly surprising that Indone-
sians have embraced social media so enthusiastically in order to access
alternative news reports and to produce their own news content. Accord-
ing to the Asosiasi Penyelenggara Jasa Internet Indonesia (Indonesia
Internet Service Provider Association [APJII]), in 2017 the number of
internet users was estimated at 143.2 million, with a 54.68 percent pene-
tration rate (the percent of users in the whole population).

Although the state no longer regulates media outlets through a strict
licensing process as it did under the New Order, and the much-feared
Ministry of Information was abolished during Abdurrahman Wahid’s
presidency, other state institutions and nonstate actors have taken control
of media content. For example, the Lembaga Sensor Film (Film Censor-
ship Institute [LSF]), formerly the Badan Sensor Film, has continued to
ban local and foreign films and TV productions (van Heeren 2007, p.
218). Moreover, as an outcome of the 2002 Broadcasting Law (Undang-
Undang Penyiaran), an independent Indonesian Broadcasting Commis-
sion has been set up to monitor the broadcast media in the public interest.

The culture of censorship that evolved under the New Order has not
suddenly disappeared, and its legacy is still rather pervasive (Barkin
2014). As of 2019, it is not only the state and its institutions that censor
the media and the actions of citizens; many other agents within society
censor by acting as moral police, harassing individual activists; intimi-
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dating artists; disturbing performances, exhibitions, and shows; and
issuing violent threats to media outlets. One of the most prominent
examples of such censorship was the cancellation of a Lady Gaga show
in Jakarta in 2012. In response to protests and threats of violence from
Muslim hard-line groups, such as Front Pembela Islam (Islamic Defend-
ers Front [FPI]), the Indonesian police, citing security risks, refused to
issue a permit for the American pop star to perform in Jakarta (Wilson
and Nugroho 2012). According to those hardliners, Indonesian youth
must be protected from the degenerate West, which symbolizes sexual
liberty, obscenity, hedonism, feminism, anarchy, and identity politics
more broadly (Allen 2007).

The growth of Islamic pop culture (pop Islam) is seen as a result of
the success of Islamic politics in post-New Order Indonesia (Heryanto
2011). In line with the wider Islamization of Indonesian society, but pri-
marily driven by conservative and fundamentalist Muslims, a grim anti-
pornography debate reemerged in the post-New Order era, which had
negative impacts on the media and the publishing industry, as well as on
popular culture and the arts more broadly (Allen 2007; Lindsay 2011;
Weintraub 2008). In 2006, the Indonesian legislative assembly proposed
a bill on Pornography and Pornographic Acts (Rancangan Undang-
Undang Anti Pornografi dan Pornoaksi), which, even though it was
fiercely criticized by women’s groups, moderate Muslims, representatives
of ethnic minorities, and artists, was eventually passed in October 2008 as
the Pornography Act (Undang-Undang tentang Pornografi 44/2008). One
of the first artists to be hit by the full force of this law was the very suc-
cessful singer Nazriel Irham (alias Ariel Peterpan), whose private sex
tapes were uploaded to the internet without his knowledge or consent
(Pausacker 2014). The law has, however, had very little impact on the
output of Indonesia’s burgeoning underground porn DVD/VCD industry,
whose products are widely available (Barker 2015).

Indonesia’s deepening Islamization has not only shaped the media
through its most extreme acts, such as censorship. Its influence on media
and popular culture, including music, fashion, film, and other art forms,
has in many respects been much subtler. In fact, Muslim-themed popular
culture has become an important arena in which Muslims in contempo-
rary Indonesia constitute and contest ideas about Islam (Hoesterey and
Clark 2012; Barkin 2014). Muslim-themed TV programs and movies
have gained in popularity in the second decade after reformasi. The
development of distinct genres, such as film Islami, sastra Islam, and
sinetron Islam (soap operas), has exposed a range of Muslim intellectu-
als, novelists, televangelists, musicians, and filmmakers who claim to
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speak on behalf of Islam and create new publics and new articulations of
Islam (Hoesterey and Clark 2012; Rakhmani 2014a, 2014b). Inspired by
an urge for proselytization (dakwah), these people aim to promote aspi-
rational norms of (normative) piety and present a Muslim modernity that
can function as an alternative to Western ideas and societal models. The
so-called dakwah-tainment has, however, caused many skeptics to
lament the outright commodification and commercialization of Islam by
the media and popular culture entrepreneurs. In their view, such “feel-
good commercial Islam” embraces [slamic aesthetics but lags behind in
providing clear theological guidance.

In this chapter, we argue that the post—-New Order era exhibits rem-
nants of the previous authoritarian media culture, not only because of its
continued ownership by and the influence of some of the old elites
groomed under Suharto, but also because of the authoritarian legacy of
the New Order that persists in adherence to New Order values, such as
censorship, patriarchy, and social conservatism. We aim to provide an
overview of the main changes in and challenges to Indonesia’s media
landscape, in regard to both form and content, and we discuss a number
of indicative media events that have had a lasting impact on Indonesia’s
wider media politics and on popular culture.

Print Media

Journalism was among the first major sectors to be corporatized under
Suharto’s New Order. Throughout his presidency, the print media in
Indonesia were closely watched and regulated by the Departemen Pen-
erangan (Ministry of Information); the Indonesian military also kept a
tight grip on the media (Tapsell 2012a; Sen and Hill 2000). Although
there were periods of relative openness during Suharto’s rule, the Min-
istry of Information often arbitrarily banned newspapers, books, and
magazines if they were considered to be out of line with official state
propaganda. For example, in 1994 the Ministry of Information revoked
the license of Tempo, the most significant weekly magazine in Indonesia
(next to Detik and Editor), alleging it threatened national security.
Tempo had been founded by Goenawan Mohamad and Yusril Djalinus in
the 1970s, and for a long time it managed to balance reliable reporting
with the constraints of very limited press freedom under the New Order.
Its reporting of the purchase of old, overpriced East German warships
revealed the massive waste of state funds as well as conflict between
two ministries. This was considered to have triggered the unexpected
clampdown on Tempo’s activities (Team of Tempo journalists 2009).
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After the bans, Aliansi Jurnalis Independen (Alliance for Independent
Journalists) was founded and became the prime defender of press free-
dom in Indonesia, while 7empo went underground until it resumed its
print version after Suharto’s resignation.

Indonesia’s “Islamic turn,” which started toward the end of Suharto’s
reign, is also apparent in the newspaper landscape. One of the best-
known newspapers to target a more conservative Muslim readership is
Republika, founded in 1992 and closely affiliated with the modernist
think tank Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia (Association of
Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals [ICMI]). The establishment of this
newspaper, along with greater tolerance of religion in politics and
society, was deemed a concession to the growing Muslim elites and
the extent to which they were embedded in Suharto’s circle of power.
Suharto had, after all, hitherto vehemently sidelined political aspects
of religion. Throughout his New Order, certain topics that touched on
ethnicity (suku), religion (agama), race (ras), and intergroup relations
(antargolongan), commonly referred to as SARA, were taboo in the
media and invited censorship for the sake of superficial social har-
mony. So too did critical reporting on corruption, collusion, and nepo-
tism that involved members of the presidential family or high-ranking
members of the military.

The Indonesian military and police frequently threatened, intimi-
dated, and harassed members of the Indonesian and foreign press. Aus-
tralian journalist Hamish McDonald, for example, was banned from
reentering Indonesia after publishing a critical account of how Suharto’s
family managed its power and wealth in 1980. The former foreign edi-
tor of the Sydney Morning Herald, David Jenkins, was similarly banned
from entering Indonesia for eight years from 1986 to 1994 after publish-
ing a book about Indonesian military politics and an article about the
wealth of the Suharto clan. With their liberty very much decreased,
some Indonesian journalists leaned toward self-censorship to avoid dis-
ciplinary measures by their superiors and outright injunctions; others
were open to receiving bribes for favorable coverage of certain issues,
establishing a culture that persists in Indonesia today. The pervasive
control over journalists and media gave rise to a media landscape that
distracted readers from significant political developments by reporting
on relatively unimportant matters, such as the private lives of celebri-
ties and other gossip.

After the end of the New Order, state interference and censorship in
Indonesia eased. The new developments were brought in by the 1999
Press Law (Undang-Undang Tentang Pers, 40/1999), which offered
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greater press freedom through various measures, for example, ending the
restrictive limitations on the number of pages that newspapers and maga-
zines could publish and removing limits to the number of press corpora-
tions that could coexist in any given region (Armando 2014, p. 393).
Moreover, the new law supported reductions in production costs and
made it easier to establish new press corporations, resulting in growth in
print media and mass media outlets across the archipelago. Increased
news coverage and freer reporting helped, in turn, to empower civil soci-
ety to a certain extent. Although Indonesian journalists engage increas-
ingly in investigative journalism and manage to bring to light well-hidden
secrets, such coverage tends to be one-off case stories that are insuffi-
ciently connected to Indonesia’s wider political context, and the underly-
ing causes and processes (Steele 2011).

Although the Ministry of Information was disbanded by President
Abdurrahman Wahid in 1999, the Indonesian press and its news contrib-
utors are still not entirely free of state intervention. In 2015, Freedom
House judged Indonesia’s press as only “partly free,” and Reporters
Without Borders World Press Freedom ranked Indonesia at 130 out of
180 countries surveyed in 2017 (Reporters Without Borders 2018).
Although the government now rarely interferes with press freedom,
journalists and editors are more frequently faced with defamation law-
suits, protests, and even violent attacks, especially from vigilantes and
extremist groups (Steele 2011). According to the Committee to Protect
Journalists (2018), at least seven Indonesian journalists were killed in
Indonesia between 2003 and 2018. Despite wider press freedom post-
reformasi, Indonesian journalists continue to be intimidated, beaten, and
murdered, not only in provinces known for their separatist violent con-
flicts, such as Aceh, Maluku, and Papua, but increasingly for their
reporting of environmental topics, especially the destruction of forest
for palm oil plantations, and corruption cases. Examples of violent
retaliation against journalists and media outlets include the murder of
Alfrets Mirulewan, who investigated allegations of unlawful fuel sales
in Maluku in 2010. In another incident, the Tempo office was fire-
bombed by two men on a motorcycle in June 2010, after the magazine
had published a story about police corruption, secret bank accounts, and
excessive salaries for senior police officials. Tempo had already been
sued for libel and defamation in 2003, after alleging that Tomy Winarta,
an Indonesian businessman with strong links to the military, had bene-
fited from an accidental fire in the Tanah Abang textile market, where
he planned to build a shopping center. Tempo’s office was also attacked
by Winarta’s followers, causing Tempo to take out a lawsuit against
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them. Although little came out of those trials in the end, they had a dis-
couraging impact on investigative journalists, who were reminded once
again of the need to be extremely cautious when reporting on business-
military links in Indonesia (Steele 2011).

The ongoing threats to press freedom, paired with the elitist media
ownership that serves the political ambitions of the owners rather than
diversity in media content, are responsible for an enduring lack of
investigative journalism and news reporting. Freedom of the press has
also been limited for several decades by visa restrictions on foreign
journalists that have prevented them from visiting Papua officially and
reporting on increasing violence in that province. In 2014, two French
journalists, who had entered on tourist visas, were detained and sen-
tenced to prison. Although President Widodo announced in May 2015
that accredited journalists were no longer restricted from entering Papua,
the Indonesian military and intelligence have resisted his announcement
by surveillance of journalists and by interfering with their work, partic-
ularly if they are reporting on sensitive issues, such as the violation of
human rights, land grabbing, and corruption.

The legacy of New Order secrecy persists, even after the enactment
of the 2008 Freedom of Information Law and the establishment of the
Komisi Informasi Pusat (Central Information Commission [KIP]) in
2009, which adjudicates in information disputes between the public and
government bodies. The KIP, however, remains a toothless institution;
many government bodies ignore its decisions, as it has no legal author-
ity to enforce its rulings. For example, in October 2016, KIP ruled that
the report of an investigation into the 2004 murder of human rights
activist Munir Said Thalib was public information that needed to be dis-
closed and more light finally shone on this crime, but relevant govern-
ment agencies claimed to have no knowledge of where the report, pro-
duced in 2005 under the Yudhoyono government, was stored and could
not, therefore, hand it over to the public.

Additional impediments to freedom of expression in Indonesia
include pro-decency sentiment and the anti-pornography legislation
“spearheaded by rightwing political Islam and facilitated by post-New
Order political structures of regional autonomy,” which allows for local
sharia by-laws and similar prohibitions (Lindsay 2011, p. 178). One of
the standout test cases for this conservative social trend was the publi-
cation of the Indonesian version of Playboy, launched in 2006. Although
it never published photos of nude women, the magazine became the
frequent target of hostile demonstrations by Islamist groups, and Play-
boy’s office was repeatedly subject to violent attacks (Heryanto 2011).
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Former Playboy editor Erwin Arnada faced accusations of violating the
indecency provisions of the criminal code. In 2011, the supreme court
accepted Arnada’s appeal against a two-year jail sentence on indecency
charges, overturning its own decision. Arnada was freed after eight
months in prison. Despite the success of Arnada’s appeal, Indonesia has
been more widely affected by the conservative attitudes underlying his
trial and conviction.

As of 2019, the top-selling newspapers in Indonesia are Kompas
and Jawa Pos. The former dominates the Jakarta readership, and the lat-
ter is most dominant in densely populated East Java. Among other influ-
ential publications are Tempo, Pos Kota, and the English-language
Jakarta Post. Like the owners of the TV conglomerates, newspaper
owners in Indonesia are also important political and economic players
who “brazenly push their respective owners’ interests” (Tapsell 2012a,
p. 234). From the mid-2000s on, several daily broadsheet newspapers
have been established in Indonesia, and some existing newspapers have
been saved from extinction after being bought and restructured by peo-
ple eager to invest significant sums of money in print media. For exam-
ple, the Surabaya Post was bought by politician and businessman Abur-
izal Bakrie in 2008 to ensure more favorable reporting on the Lapindo
mud flow in Siduarjo, which had resulted in the eviction of thousands of
inhabitants and for which his company was held responsible (Tapsell
2012b, pp. 110ff). A newcomer was the English-language Jakarta Globe,
launched in 2008 and owned by James Riady’s BeritaSatu Media Hold-
ings (Tapsell 2012a, p. 227). The Riady family is not only listed as one
of the twenty richest families in Indonesia but also has distinct interests
in other media outlets, including broadcasting, print, digital, online,
social and mobile media, an online news portal with live streaming, and
mobile phone applications (Tapsell 2017). Bakrie and Riady are also
owners of broadcast companies and, therefore, deeply involved in shap-
ing Indonesia’s media landscape.

Post—New Order Indonesia has seen a proliferation of Islamic
media, both in number and diversity of content (Irawanto 2011). As new
Islamic publications emerged and existing ones were revitalized and
redesigned, the Islamic press in Indonesia became more pluralistic and
polyphonic and not just a medium for Islamic proselytizing. Since refor-
masi, Jakarta is no longer the main center for Islamic publishers, as
other cities, such as Bandung, Yogyakarta, Semarang, Sukoharjo,
Surabaya, Gresik, and Bangil have become hubs of the Muslim press.
Among the subgenres of the Islamic press are Sufism and mysticism
publications (Hidayah and Kisah Hikmah, as well as Cahaya Sufi),
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Islamic women’s magazines (Noor and Paras), and the voice of Islamic
youth culture (4nnida); there are also publications dedicated to political
activism (Sabili, Suara Hidayatullah, and Media Dakwah), some of
which offer outspoken Salafi points of view. The close linkages between
Islamic print media and their online platforms and other fundamentalist
online websites are unmistakable.

Islamic media outlets often tend to be short-lived, as many newly
established newspapers and magazines, including Kiblat, Suara Azan,
and Ummat, have gone bankrupt because of poor management, a failure
to capture the aspirations of their readers, and their use of old-fashioned
adversarial journalism (Irawanto 2011, p. 74). Islamic media have had
no success in developing advertising models that are both commercially
viable and religiously justifiable (Tapsell 2017). They often fail to
attract sufficient revenue from advertising, as they cannot promote cer-
tain products, such as alcohol, cigarettes, and anything not deemed
halal (permissible according to Islamic teaching). Thus, many Islamic
press products have to rely on donations. Some pesantren (Islamic
boarding schools) publish their own magazines, for example, A4/-
Furqon, Al-Hawari, and Almuslimun, which resemble in-house bulletins
rather than commercial publications, as they are managed unprofession-
ally and appear irregularly. The economic sustainability and political
viability of the Islamic press depends on its ability to appropriate popu-
lar culture and Islamize it, and to articulate the politics of Islam within
the overall context of contemporary Indonesia (Irawanto 2011, p. 78).

Television

The reach of television in Indonesia cannot be underestimated. Televi-
sions are ever-present and switched on in private and in public spaces.
Indonesians are voracious consumers of TV, watching an estimated 251
minutes of TV every day per person (Austin, Barnard, and Hutcheon
2015, p. 91), leading some observers to conceptualize Indonesia as a
“televised world” (Jurriéns 2016). By 2010, television penetration in
Indonesia had reached 93 percent of the total population, whereas radio
penetration was at only 40 percent, and newspaper penetration at approx-
imately 25 percent (Indonesia Media Guide 2010, cited in Armando
2014). Consequently, the content of TV programs and the politics behind
the TV screen have considerable influence on Indonesian viewers.
Indonesian public TV began in 1962 when Televisi Republik Indone-
sia (TVRI) formed to broadcast the Asian Games (Kitley 2000), and it
continued to be the only state-owned TV broadcaster for some time
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under the New Order. Between 1989 and 1995, a commercial private TV
station system was established, with broadcasters such as Rajawali Citra
Televisi Indonesia (RCTI), Indosiar, Surya Citra Televisi (SCTV), Tele-
visi Pendidikan Indonesia (TPI), and ANTV emerging (Sen and Hill,
2000). Even though these were privately owned, Suharto kept a tight
grip on these broadcasters. Jakarta’s RCTI was owned by Suharto’s son,
Bambang Triatmodjo, and TPI, an educational channel, by his daughter,
Siti Hediati Hariyadi (Titiek). Moreover, SCTV in Surabaya was owned
by Henry Pribadi and Suharto’s cousin Sudwikatmono; ANTV was
owned by Aburizal Bakrie, a successful businessman and newspaper
owner close to Suharto, who later extended his involvement in cross-
media ownership (Armando 2014, p. 399).

During reformasi, President Habibie issued five more permits for
new commercial television stations. Hary Tanoesoedibjo, a businessman
of Chinese descent, bought RCTI and TPI from Suharto’s son and
daughter, and Eddy and Fofo Sariaatmadja, also of Chinese descent,
bought SCTV. The media industry expanded—one of few industries to
do so during the economic downturn triggered by the 1997 financial cri-
sis (Heryanto 2011). In 2019, there are ten main national stations:
RCTI, SCTYV, Media Nusantara Citra Televisi (MNCTYV), Indosiar,
ANTYV, TransTV, Trans7, Global TV, Metro TV, and TVOne. The own-
ers are prominent in Indonesian politics and business affairs. Hary
Tanoesoedibjo, one of the ten richest Indonesians, owns three stations
(Global TV, MNCTYV, and RCTI); Chairul Tanjung owns two; Fofo and
Eddy Sariaatmadja own two; Aburizal Bakrie owns two (ANTV and
TVOne); and Surya Paloh owns Metro TV. Bakrie and Paloh are both
politicians, Bakrie having served as coordinating minister for econom-
ics and then coordinating minister for people’s welfare during the Yud-
hoyono presidency, before standing as Golkar’s presidential candidate
in the 2014 elections. Surya Paloh is founder and chairman of Partai
Nasional Demokrat (Nasdem) and has nurtured an ambition to become
president. Although Chairul Tanjung claimed for a long time to have no
interest in politics, he eventually became spokesman for Yudhoyono’s
Partai Demokrat and served as coordinating minister for economics
under Yudhoyono (Tapsell 2015, 2017).

Unlike the regional newspapers and radio stations that flourished
under decentralization, the main national television stations remain cen-
trally based in Jakarta. Regional TV has so far not succeeded in attracting
funding, which means that there is little coverage of regional news
throughout Indonesia. Instead of watching regional political debates and
shows, viewers from Sabang to Merauke consume more or less the same
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broadcasts, which originate in Jakarta. Although there are local and
regional TV stations, they cannot compete with the big giants, as they
lack the funding to improve their offerings to viewers. A draft of the
Broadcasting Bill was proposed in 1997, which sought to diffuse the
power of the Jakarta-based privately owned TV channels, but they firmly
resisted it. It was, in fact, the first bill that President Suharto refused to
sign during the New Order (Armando 2014, p. 400). A Broadcasting Act
(32/2002) was eventually passed in 2002, however, little effort was made
to enforce the law and increase regional coverage because of continued
resistance from the close-knit TV ownership system in Jakarta and its
political leverage. Ten years later, after a judicial review of the Act in the
constitutional court, the Indonesian parliament announced its intention to
revise it, but no action has been taken. In this respect, democratization of
the media in Indonesia continues to lag behind.

Leaving aside the ownership and structure of Indonesian TV, it is
worth noting some of the main features of its programming content, sum-
marized by Heryanto (2011, p. 71) as “consisting primarily of gross vio-
lence, vulgar sexual allusions, hyper-sentimental dramas, horror-cum-
superstition suspense, and talk shows with bad jokes.” When scrutinizing
commercial TV in post-New Order Indonesia, the success of sinetron
(soap operas), which are shown on most channels, stands out. Mocked for
their “dumbing down effect” and for “selling dreams,” sinetron, with their
melodramatic portrayal of the wealthy upper class and their love affairs,
seem to satisfy a widespread desire for TV watchers to escape from their
everyday struggles. Because of the legal requirement that 80 percent of
content broadcast on Indonesian TV channels must be domestic, locally
produced sinetron have flourished (Jurriéns 2016, p. 43). At the height of
the financial crisis, it became too expensive to import Western media
products, and consqeuently, growth in the domestic TV industry, first and
foremost sinetron series, was boosted. Even though most sinetron are
low-budget productions, relying on rather simplistic formulas in terms of
plot, casting, and equipment, they can be very lucrative enterprises for the
producers. It is estimated that between US$351 million to US$1 billion
were spent on the production of sinetron in Indonesia between 2009 and
2014 (Rakhmani 2014a, p. 441). The commercial significance of sinetron
has attracted and produced many Indonesian stars. The most popular and
highest-earning TV stars and Indonesian film actors and actresses tend to
be young people of mixed ethnicity, with noticeably Caucasian facial fea-
tures, such as Cinta Laura (Indonesian German), Pevita Pearce (Indone-
sian British), Chelsea Islan (Indonesian American), Hamish Daud (Indone-
sian Australian), Keenan Pearce (Indonesian British), Aliando Syarief
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(Indonesian Arab), and Stefan William (Indonesian American), partly
because their looks continue to be associated with wealth and modernity
(Heryanto 2011, p. 64).

Compared to the 1980s and 1990s, when mainly token coverage of
Islam was shown, in the post-New Order period the commodification and
commercialization of Islamic images and themes in TV content steadily
increased (Rakhmani 2014b). Whereas TV had previously only featured
evening prayers and sermons, societal changes have led to an increase in
the screening of Muslim TV content, which goes beyond the call for
prayers. There is debate among long-term observers about whether the
increase in Muslim-themed content was a reaction to popular demand
from the Muslim majority audience or whether it was the preemptive
action of risk-averse producers, intent on showing some public goodwill,
which generated much greater commercial success than they ever antici-
pated. Although Indonesian commercial TV stations offered little Mus-
lim-oriented programming during the 1990s apart from the occasional
holiday-themed quiz and variety programs during major Muslim festivals,
such as the fasting month of Ramadan, toward the end of the decade the
media elites in Jakarta discovered its commercial potential “despite (or
perhaps because of) the rise in religiosity among wealthy and educated
Muslims” (Barkin 2014, p. 7). During the early 2000s, Indonesian TV
shifted visibly toward screening more Islamic content.

Although Korean and Taiwanese soap operas have been extremely
popular in Indonesia (Heryanto 2014b), during the 2010s another kind
of sinetron—Muslim sinetron—has made its way onto the Indonesian
screen. These productions of melodramatic romance stories have played
a significant role in increasing the emphasis on Islam in television pro-
gramming (Rakhmani 2014a, p. 436). Generally speaking, the plots of
Muslim sinetron are similar to those of conventional secular family-
centered dramas about the trials and tribulations of young people’s
romance, but they tend to place greater emphasis on fulfilling parental
expectations and filial duties. When it comes to disentangling love tri-
angles among the main male and female characters, the solution in these
Islamic melodramas is usually polygamy.

One of the first successful Muslim sinetron was the supernatural
drama Rahasia Ilahi (God’s Secret) in 2003. After the successes of Pintu
Hidayah (The Door of Guidance, 2005) and Buku Harian Nayla (Nayla’s
Diary, 2007), both aired by RCTI, Muslim sinetron productions appeared
on other commercial TV channels. During Ramadan, extended versions
of many popular sinetron are provided for viewers. The popularity of
Muslim sinetron was further enhanced by the commercial success of the
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Islamic-themed, melodramatic cinema hit Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Verses of
Love) in 2008, based on a 2004 novel by devout Muslim writer and pros-
elytizer Habiburrahman El Shirazy (Heryanto 2014b).

Typical of Muslim sinetron, regardless of whether they fall into the
supernatural, melodramatic, or more humorous subgenres, is a specific set
of obvious Islamic aesthetics, composed of Islamic symbols (calligraphy)
and speech (Muslim greetings), costumes (jilbab and peci), and settings
(mosques or pesantren). Some Muslim sinetron also feature religious fig-
ures, such as an ustad (teacher), partly guaranteeing that the show repre-
sents mainstream rather than unconventional Indonesian Islamic ideas and
practices, or they integrate recitation of short passages from the Quran in
an effort to educate their audiences. Yet overall, these shows serve more
as entertainment for their audience than as a means of proselytization—a
fact that is criticized by some of the more conservative Muslim activists,
who are particularly critical of the more humorous sinetron productions
tailored to the tastes and preferences of the Muslim proletariat, such as
Pesantren Rock 'n’ Roll (The Rock and Roll Islamic Boarding School)
and Islam KTP (ID Muslim [more broadly translated as Superficial
Believer]). Although other religiously inspired TV formats, such as
Islamic talk shows, Islamic music shows, or dakwah talent shows, might
tend more toward proselytization, critics are tireless in bemoaning the
commercialization of Islam by Muslim-themed shows and programs.

Other popular TV programs in Indonesia include reality, talent, and
horror shows. Currently, almost every TV channel broadcasts reality TV
programs, which are locally produced but often inspired by foreign for-
mats, such as the extremely successful Indonesian Idol (on RCTI),
Akademi Fantasi Indosiar (Fantasy Academy, on Indosiar), and Kontes
Dangdut Indonesia (Dangdut Contest Indonesia, on MNCTV) (Coutas
2006, p. 371). In Indonesian media culture, the horror genre has a history
that is much longer than that of reality and talent shows. Even before
reformasi, private TV stations broadcast a variety of horror films (usually
on Thursday nights) and mystery shows. Relatively new subgenres are the
horror reality show and horror infotainment programs, which present the
supernatural as part of the everyday life and reality of Indonesians (van
Heeren 2007). Gossip, infotainment, and comedy shows, such as News-
dotcom, have enjoyed wide popularity in recent years.

Cinema

Indonesian cinema has endured many ups and down since the early
1950s. In the postindependence period, particularly during the Guided
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Democracy era, cinematic production peaked. In the early years of
Sukarno’s presidency, heroic films about the revolutionary years and
struggle for independence, such as Usmar Ismail’s Darah dan Doa (The
Long March, 1950), Enam Djam di Djogdja (Six Hours in Jogja, 1951),
and Lewat Djam Malam (After the Curfew, 1954), were popular, as were
the films of leftist filmmakers such as Bachtiar Siagian and Basoeki
Effendi. Their popularity was a result, in large part, of a partial ban on
the import of Western movies. During the political conflict of the early
1960s, film production in Indonesia declined (Hanan 2010).

The Indonesian film industry did not recover until Suharto’s pres-
idency. Once it had lifted bans on Western film imports, the govern-
ment was able to collect import taxes on foreign films that, in turn,
helped local filmmakers and the emergence of highly commercial and
apolitical cinema. The production of horror movies dominated the
1970s (van Heeren 2007). Nevertheless, a range of institutional and
quasi-institutional repressive measures continued to control what could
or could not be shown on the silver screen. Under the Suharto regime,
anti-communist propaganda films, such as the four-hour Pengkhi-
anatan G30S/PKI (The Treachery of the Indonesian Communist Party
in the Thirtieth of September Movement, 1984), were produced, which
provided the official view of the role of the PKI in the abortive coup of
1965 but was a complete distortion of reality. Until 1997, Pengkhi-
anatan G30S/PKI was shown on TV every year and all Indonesian stu-
dents had to watch it (Heryanto 2014b). Interestingly, other propaganda
films were made, such as Djakarta 1966, which depicted the collabo-
ration between the Indonesian military and student groups against the
Communists and their sympathizers, but were never released to the
public, as it was feared that they might give the students the wrong
idea about how to handle their president.

Noteworthy films of this era included Sjuman Djaya’s Si Doel Anak
Betawi (Betawi Lad, 1973) and Eros Djarot’s Tjoet Nja’ Dhien (1988),
a film about an Acehnese female freedom fighter, which was the first
Indonesian film to be screened at the Cannes Film Festival. However,
from the mid-1980s on, the Indonesian film industry, except for the pro-
duction of horror films, went in decline again, not only because of the
wider penetration of TV but particularly because of the monopoly that
Suharto and his family held over the TV industry. Later, the spread of
pirated videotapes, VCDs, and DVDs damaged the Indonesian film and
cinema industry (Heryanto 2011).

Following Suharto’s resignation in 1998, the Indonesian film indus-
try slowly revived, turning into an industry that was smaller in scale but
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notable for its more innovative projects and the production of more
independent short films and documentaries, which were used to advo-
cate for human rights issues. In post-New Order Indonesia, new film
genres, such as Islamic cinema, emerged, but there were also changes
in existing genres and formats, such as the ever-popular horror movies.
One of the icons of Indonesian arthouse cinema, both before and dur-
ing reformasi, is Garin Nugroho, who directed numerous internation-
ally acclaimed features and documentaries, many of which were set in
Indonesia’s peripheries, such as Papua. In choosing such settings,
Nugroho sought to shift attention to political realities on the periphery,
using allegory and metaphor rather than open criticism to achieve this.
Among his most famous works are Surat Untuk Bidadari (Letter for an
Angel, 1993), Daun Di Atas Bantal (Leaf on a Pillow, 1998), and Aku
Ingin Menciummu Sekali Saja (Bird-Man Tale, 2003). The 2003 film
tells the story of a young Papuan and his obsession with a weeping,
lighter-skinned Indonesian woman against a background of increasing
political repression in West Papua after the Second Papua People’s
Congress of June 2000.

Given its greater political openness and new media developments,
the post-New Order era meant that the 1965-1966 anti-communist
violence could be revisited both in fiction and in documentaries,
including Terlena: Breaking of a Nation, by Andre Vltchek (2004),
and Robert Lemelson’s documentary Forty Years of Silence: An
Indonesian Tragedy (2009), as well as Ifa Isfansyah’s Sang Penari
(The Dancer, 2011), a film based on the trilogy Ronggeng Dukuh
Paruk (Ronggeng Dancer from Village Paruh), by novelist Ahmad
Tohari. The films that attracted the most critical attention were, how-
ever, Joshua Oppenheimer’s fascinating but disturbing Act of Killing
(2012) and The Look of Silence (2014), which documented the 1965—
1966 killings through the eyes of both the victims and the perpetrators
(Heryanto 2014b).

Since reformasi, there has also been an increase in the creative par-
ticipation of women in the Indonesian film industry—as directors, pro-
ducers, trainers, publicists, and distributors (Hughes-Freeland 2011).
Many have been educated overseas and now teach in a growing num-
ber of film and media courses of study offered at Indonesian universi-
ties. Well-known female producers and directors in contemporary
Indonesian cinema include Christine Hakim and Nan Achnas, whose
film Pasir Berbisik (Whispering Sands, 2001) was the first art film
made in Indonesia by women. Following more popular film formulas,
the commercially highly successful melodramatic love story Ada Apa
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Dengan Cinta? (What’s Up with Love? 2002) was directed by Rudi
Soedjarwo, but workshopped, produced, and cowritten by Mira Les-
mana and her colleagues. Lesmana’s subsequent and equally successful
production was Laskar Pelangi (The Rainbow Troops, 2008, directed
by Riri Riza), about the destinies of a group of children from a poor
Islamic regional school on Belitung, a small island, and their relation-
ships with the teachers. Although Indonesia now has a new generation
of very prolific female writers, who write what is commonly referred
to as sastra wangi (fragrant literature), very few of their successful and
highly acclaimed novels have been turned into movies, exceptions
being Mereka Bilang, Saya Monyet! (They Say I’'m a Monkey, 2008)
and Supernova (2014). In 2017, indicating an important moment for
international recognition of Indonesian film, the Mouly Surya—directed
and Nugroho-written drama, Marlina, Murderer in Four Acts, became
the fourth Indonesian film to be featured at the Cannes Film Festival,
and the first since Nugroho’s Serambi in 2006. Described as a “femi-
nist satay western” (that is, an Indonesian take on the classic spaghetti
western film with a feminist twist), it is one of several depictions of
strong women on film in this period.

Consistent with the general increase in religiously oriented cultural
productions in Indonesian society, cinema also took a Muslim turn.
Although there had previously been a few Islamic-themed films, such as
Sunan Kalijaga (1983), about a promoter of Islam in fifteenth-century
Java, and Sembilan Wali (Nine Saints, 1985), popular cinema now has a
more comprehensive depiction of Muslim characters on celluloid. Nia
Dinata’s Berbagi Suami (Love for Share, 2006) is a film that tells three
stories from different social milieus in Jakarta and explores, with a hint
of irony, the limitations of polygamous marriage. The aforementioned
Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Verses of Love, 2008), the story of a smart and pious
young Indonesian Muslim from a modest family who goes to study in
Egypt, where he meets his two wives (a German Turkish Muslim
woman and an Egyptian convert), was viewed by 3.5 million people and
achieved the second-highest revenue from ticket sales in Indonesia as of
July 2019. It is interesting to note that the producers and directors of
these Muslim-themed films were non-Muslims who had made a career
in Indonesian secular films before they decided to try something new
(Hoesterey and Clark 2012). Their commercial success was often held
against them, as critics accused them of commercializing Islam. The
unexpected success of Ayat-Ayat Cinta was emulated in cinema and TV
productions alike; one of the copycat cinema productions was Perem-
puan Berkalung Sorban (Woman with a Turban, 2009), which did not
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draw such large audiences. More recent productions included Chaerul
Umam’s Ketika Cinta Bertasbih (When Love Glorifies God, 2009),
which, with a budget of US$4 million, has been one of the most expen-
sive Indonesian film productions (Heryanto 2014a).

The prolific production of horror films in Indonesia, both for the
cinema and for TV, has already been mentioned. According to Katinka
van Heeren (2007, p. 213), Indonesian horror movies have their own
distinctive format; not only do their plots not have to make much sense,
but they also have as common ingredients religious and erotic elements,
with the religious supposedly balancing the erotic. The sleazy reputa-
tion this genre has earned is further supported by the sexually explicit
posters used to advertise the films, which have almost nothing to do
with the films’ stories. Traditionally, horror films appealed to lower-
class tastes rather than to the middle classes, which means that they
have been screened in rural and lower-class cinemas more often than in
high-end theaters and malls. This has now changed, not least because
post—New Order horror film productions no longer rely entirely on the
old formulas. Modern Indonesian horror films have left their conven-
tional rural settings and replaced them with urban settings with young
middle-class urbanites as the protagonists (Heryanto 2011). One of the
modern horror films to become a box office hit was Jelangkung (The
Uninvited, 2001), which reached an audience of 1.3 million. After
Jelangkung, more horror films, mainly produced by young filmmakers,
were released and screened, including Titik Hitam (Black Spot, 2002)
and Peti Mati (The Coffin, 2003).

As well as the many horror movies and romantic comedies (known
for their inclusion of erotic elements [tante girang], rape, and promis-
cuity) produced every year, a small number of less conventional films
are made and released, such as Arisan! (The Gathering, 2004), which
raised the topic of the homosexual relationships of men maintaining a
heterosexual facade. The topic of homosexuality was briefly alluded to
in Ayat-Ayat Cinta but was dealt with in a very conservative under-
standing of sexuality. Most recent Indonesian films continue to endorse
traditional gender bias, as their characters seldom have nuanced roles
and usually represent stereotypical sexuality. If homosexual characters
appear on the screen, they are usually subjected to ridicule, which is
one way of overcoming censorship. Other film directors have had less
luck in challenging moral norms and avoiding censorship. Findo Pur-
wono, for example, and his Buruan Cium Gue (Kiss Me Quick, 2004),
a rather dull teenage comedy, triggered a scandal on the strength of its
title alone. Members of Majelis Ulama Indonesia (MUI) and influential
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individuals, such as TV preacher Aa Gym, thought it encouraged pre-
marital sex and adultery among teenagers and called for its ban. After
fierce debate, the film was recalled from national distribution, even
though it had already been passed by the Censor Board; it was then
reworked and rereleased as Satu Kecupan (One Smooch) (van Heeren
2012). Censorship issues were also played out when community groups
protested the screening of films on grounds of their lack of morality. In
2007, for example, a group calling itself Warga Peduli Moral Sulsel
(Citizens Concerned for South Sulawesi Morality) achieved a local ban
on the film Maaf, Saya Menghamili Istri Anda (Sorry, I Got Your Wife
Pregnant) (Lindsay 2011, p. 182).

The political documentary genre has also seen a number of changes,
as the New Order censorship and widespread depoliticization of public
life had prevented anything resembling independent or critical political
filmmaking. One of Indonesia’s leading documentary filmmakers is
Aryo Danusiri, whose first documentary, Kambing Kampung Yang Kena
Pukul (Village Goat Takes the Beating, 1999), was about human rights
violations in Aceh. His documentary Di Antara Gajah-Gajah (Playing
Between Elephants, 2007), on the humanitarian intervention in post-
tsunami and post-conflict Aceh, won the Human Rights Award at the
Jakarta International Film Festival. Another well-known documentary
filmmaker is Lexy Junior Rambadeta, who founded Offstream Films
and Images, as well as Recording the Future Projects. His documen-
taries include Mass Grave (2001), on the exhumation of a mass grave of
executed Indonesian Communist Party members in Yogyakarta, and The
Indonesian Student Revolt (2001), about the Trisakti killings. One of the
best-known female documentary filmmakers is Ariani Djalal, who has
produced, written, and directed documentaries and news features for
TV. She produced Bade Tan Reuda (Aceh’s Never-Ending Tragedy,
2003), which was directed by Lexy Junior Rambadeta and won Best
Documentary at the Jakarta International Film Festival in 2003. Ariani
Djalal and Aryo Danusiri are part of a group called Ragam in Banda
Aceh, which trains young women to be filmmakers. A documentary that
has won several prestigious awards and, more important, the hearts of
its audiences is Daniel Ziv’s Jalanan (Streetside, 2013), which features
the lives of three Jakarta buskers.

Whereas Indonesian documentary filmmakers have met with suc-
cess and recognition, some of their foreign colleagues have faced cen-
sorship for their films about conflict, poverty, health, and social jus-
tice. For example, at the Eighth Jakarta International Film Festival in
2006, the Film Censorship Institute banned three documentaries on
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East Timor, which included Tales of Crocodiles, by Dutch filmmaker
Jan van den Berg; Passabe, by Singaporean filmmaker James Leong;
and Timor Loro Sae, by Brazilian filmmaker Lucélia Santos; as well
as one on Aceh—William Nessen’s The Black Road, covering clashes
between the Indonesian army and Acehnese independence fighters
(Reporters Without Borders 2006).

In recent years, both direct and indirect censorship of films in
Indonesia has become apparent again. For example, in 2016 the Goethe
Institute in Jakarta planned to screen Rahung Nasution’s film Pulau
Buru Tanah Air Beta (Buru Island My Homeland), but because of vig-
orous protest and threats from the FPI, the Jakarta police department
indicated that it would not protect the venue, so the screening was can-
celed. Screenings of the film, which is about interreligious intolerance,
were canceled in other cities, too, including in Bandung, where it had
also provoked the outrage of the FPI, ironically bringing “into reality
what the film depicts on screen” (Heryanto 2014a, p. 149).

Social Media and the Internet

According to the Indonesia Internet Service Provider Association
(APJII 2018), there were an estimated 143.2 million internet users in
Indonesia in 2017 (54.68 percent of the population). In urban areas,
internet penetration rises above 72 percent but in the rural parts of the
country is just under 50 percent. With smartphone usage estimated to
reach over 90 million in 2019, it is no surprise that large numbers of
Indonesians access the internet with their mobile phones only (44 per-
cent of users). In 2018, Indonesia had 115 million Facebook users, the
network’s fourth-largest national community, and about 22 million
Twitter accounts. For a number of years, Jakarta was considered the
“Twitter capital” of the world, and Indonesia an unlikely inclusion in
Twitter’s top five users. A report by McKinsey and Company (2016)
found that Indonesian users spend an average of 3.5 hours a day on their
internet or mobile device, 2.9 of those hours on social media.

Thanks to the high penetration rate of mobile phones and very
affordable data packages, Indonesians can access the internet rela-
tively easily, which makes the country an intriguing live laboratory for
anyone interested in exploring the potential of the internet and social
media in politics and commerce. It has given rise to an innovative and
thriving e-commerce industry, including companies such as ride-hail
services and the on-demand services start-up GoJek, which was valued
at over USS$1 billion in 2016. Online political activism commenced
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more than a decade ago, when the internet was in its infancy in
Indonesia and when internet users had no private access and had to
rely on warnet (warung internet [internet kiosk]) (Slama 2010). The
establishment of email groups provided opponents of the New Order
with an important communications channel through which they could
share and discuss news at home and abroad (Sen and Hill 2000). As of
2019, there has been no substantial censorship of the internet in
Indonesia, apart from a brief attempt to ban online access to Fitna, a
film made by the Dutch anti-Islam populist Geert Wilders (Slama
2010). In early 2008, the government passed the Law on Information
and Electronic Transactions (ITE Law), which increased the authority
of the Ministry of Communications and Information Technology to
possibly censor online content. However, the ITE Law has been
mainly used to convict people of online defamation, which can draw
sentences of up to six years in prison. Moreover, since 2014, with the
passing of the Ministerial Regulation No. 19/2014 on Internet Sites
with Negative Content issued by the Ministry of Communication and
Information, the government has blocked or partially restricted several
hundred web pages for carrying content that is illegal under existing
Indonesian laws relating to such things as pornography and child
abuse, terrorism, hate speech, illegal investment, fraud, gambling,
food and drugs, and copyright infringement (Freedom House 2015).
Among the blocked web pages were those selling fake drugs and oth-
ers offering unregistered marriage services. In May 2019, following
an outbreak of rioting in Jakarta after the announcement of election
results, the government used its powers to block video and photo shar-
ing on social media and messaging sites (Tehusijarana 2019). In prac-
tice, the blocking of web pages tends to be arbitrary, because the min-
isterial regulation does not offer clear guidelines. Critics fear that the
voices of minorities, such as LGBTQI groups, will suffer particularly
from arbitrary blocking and filtering.

Although the stellar expansion of social media outlets and channels
has helped to facilitate social movements and protests, as it allows for
the exchange of ideas and the coordination of action, the inflation of
communication and social activist platforms has also resulted in feel-
good activism, or “slacktivism,” which is only symbolic in that action
does not go beyond pushing buttons. The Change.org petition platform
was established in Indonesia in 2012 and mounted several petitions call-
ing for the dissolution of the FPI, but to no avail. Other cases of recent
online activism have had better results, especially those that also used
print media and TV, eventually having an impact on the street.
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An exemplary case is the clash between the Indonesian police and
Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi (Corruption Eradication Commission
[KPK]), often referred to as the “gecko (cicak) versus crocodile
(buaya)” fight. In April 2009, members of KPK tapped the phone of
Susno Duadji, head of Bareskrim, the Indonesian Police crime investi-
gation agency, who was investigating a corruption case involving busi-
nessman Boedi Sampoerna. Duadji had demanded Rp10 billion from
Sampoerna to clear his savings stuck in the Bank Century collapse of
2008. When Duadji found out that his phone had been tapped, he was
extremely angry and, in a press conference, compared the KPK to a
gecko and his own institution to a crocodile, a comparison he was soon
to regret. In September 2009, the KPK announced an investigation into
Duadji’s role in the Bank Century case, while the police charged two
KPK commissioners, Bibit Samad Riyanto and Chandra Hamzah, for
abuse of power. One month later, the two KPK commissioners were
arrested and charged with extortion and bribery in connection with busi-
nessmen they were investigating (Gazali 2014). The arrests were clearly
intended to discredit the two commissioners but also to give KPK a
stern warning to stay away from the police. Once media activists and
journalists had gotten hold of the case, there was no way to cover it up.
Usman Yasin started a campaign on Facebook called Gerakan 1.000.000
Facebookers Dukung Chandra Hamzah & Bibit Samad Rianto (The
Movement of 1,000,000 Facebookers Supporting Bibit and Chandra),
and within nine days, the number of supporters had already reached
1,002,030 (Molaei 2015). Moreover, students organized demonstrations
in support of KPK in several cities, several newspapers published car-
toons with geckos lining up against ugly crocodiles, and TV news and
talk shows reported on the issue with fervor. The significance of the
case prompted President Yudhoyono to establish Team Eight, a fact-
finding team, on November 2, 2009, to investigate the allegations. A
day later, the police released the two commissioners, although they did
not initially drop the charges.

Another case that triggered the extensive engagement of the digital
community, but met with less success, is that of Prita Mulyasari, an
Indonesian housewife from Tangerang Jakarta. In 2008, she had used
the services of a private international hospital but found their standards
poor. She wrote a letter of complaint to the hospital management about
a misdiagnosis, which she shared in emails with her friends. Without
her knowledge, the letter was shared widely and became a public
issue. Outraged by the avalanche of negative publicity, the hospital
management took legal action against Prita, who lost the court case.



188 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

The supreme court sentenced Prita to six months imprisonment for dis-
tributing a defamatory email and fined her Rp340 million (US$23,800),
but the fine was subsequently reduced to Rp204 million (US$14,300)
(Molaei 2015). When concerned bloggers learned about the outcome,
they started protesting on their sites. Details of the case went viral in
social networks, first and foremost on Facebook. One of the bloggers
initiated the collection of 500 rupiah coins (US$0.05) to help Prita pay
the fine, which solicited a great response (Gazali 2014). There was
also substantial offline support for Prita. Even politicians, including
Megawati Sukarnoputri, visited Prita in jail, partly out of sympathy,
but more to mobilize Prita’s popularity in her election campaign. It
was not until 2012 that the supreme court overturned Prita’s convic-
tion and jail sentence.

The spread of hatred, particularly religious hatred, is not a new
phenomenon in Indonesia’s engagement with the digital spheres. The
more encompassing cyberspace becomes as a means of message dis-
semination, the more alluring it is to its audiences, as their vison and
hearing are engaged, thus heightening the impact of its messages. For
example, a number of radical Muslim groups, such as Laskar Jihad,
and Christian fundamentalists used online and offline media to dissem-
inate images, news, (mis)information, and propaganda through their
communication channels during the conflict in the Moluccas, leaving
little space for moderates to voice their views (Brauchler 2003, 2004).
Birgit Brauchler shows how the conflicting parties transferred their
issues to cyberspace and instrumentalized the internet, “turning it into
a weapon” (Brauchler 2007, p. 334). Conversely, online and offline
media have played a crucial role in the Moluccas since the conflict, as
groups working for peace and reconciliation have embraced the funda-
mentals of peace journalism to reach the same audiences, but with
more constructive news and information (Bréuchler 2011). The global
reach of social media allows for the mobilization of activists not just
within Indonesia but worldwide. In 2017, the government opted briefly
to block the messenger service Telegram, as it was used to disseminate
radical and terrorist propaganda. A new National Cyber and Encryption
Agency was finally established in 2017, not least because Indonesia is
deemed highly vulnerable to cyberattacks.

It appears likely that in Indonesia, as elsewhere, social media will
continue to play a prominent role in electoral politics. Whether it has
a lasting and detrimental impact on Indonesia’s democratization
process, or whether its potential for change is watered down by social
media’s many inherent limitations, such as the brevity of messages
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and their lack of context, remains to be seen. Online activists and
defenders of online activism place hope in the potential of social
media to reconfigure communicative power relations in the Indonesian
media landscape by challenging monopoly control of media produc-
tion and dissemination by the state and the media oligarchies. Still,
quick-click activism can draw attention speedily to single cases of
injustice, but it hardly ever challenges their larger context. Depend-
ence on quantifiable indicators of success, such as high numbers of
clicks, likes, or shares, puts pressure on the producers of content, such
as online journalists, who depend increasingly on input from digital
and social media, and thus might favor sensationalist topics and repre-
sentations. Moreover, owners of mainstream media outlets have also
recognized the need to embrace social media and integrate them into
their services. Also, politicians, media czars, and entrepreneurs have
sought to utilize the new realms for their own purposes by offering the
successful Indonesian bloggers and media stars generous incentives to
speak out about certain issues.

Embracing new social media has turned out to be highly influential
during election campaigns, particularly for those politicians who could
not afford or did not wish to rely on traditional, cost-intensive campaigns
in the mainstream media. In addition to engaging sophisticated social
media and publicity teams, politicians also make use of a new media
campaign style that incorporates the creativity of young Indonesians and
their interest in the production of pseudo-campaign material (Tapsell
2015, p. 39). Reliance on these media volunteer groups was particularly
apparent during the 2014 presidential election campaigns for Joko
Widodo, who used the groups to counter smear campaigns, also mounted
on social media, against him (Tapsell 2015; Tomsa 2016). Widodo’s
opponents frequently alleged that he was not a proper Muslim and that he
was of Chinese descent, in order to diminish his wide popularity among
Muslim voters, which forced Widodo to undertake certain symbolic acts,
such as a minor pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia just before the 2014 presiden-
tial election, to repair the damage caused by the smear campaigns. In the
run-up to the 2014 election, Jokowi relied heavily on the many volunteers
who gave him favorable media coverage, often for free. Nonetheless, as
Tapsell (2017) argues, this alone was not enough for Jokowi to win the
election; vital to his success was support from some of the mainstream
media oligarchies, whose membership would then seek a share in political
power, such as a position in Jokowi’s cabinet.

In late 2016, another political smear campaign started on social media,
which had a significant impact on Indonesian politics and arguably
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shifted the course of future election campaigns. In October 2016, in the
run-up to Jakarta gubernatorial elections in February 2017, the incum-
bent governor, Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (Ahok), a Christian and of the
Chinese minority, was accused of blasphemy after a video recording of
him, apparently defaming the Quran, was posted on Facebook. A Face-
book group managed by Buni Yani had manipulated a video of a speech
by Ahok to make it appear anti-Muslim in its content and uploaded it,
causing a major upheaval on social media. The video went viral and
resulted in a police investigation, charges of blasphemy being laid
against the governor and, finally, a trial at which he was found guilty.
Before the video appeared, as an incumbent and an effective first-term
leader, Ahok was a clear front-runner in the electoral race. Crucial in
pushing along this legal action were mass demonstrations organized by
fundamentalist Islamic groups in late 2016 and early 2017, dubbed “Aksi
Bela Islam (Defending Islam Action I/I)” and attended by hundreds of
thousands of people. By the time the second-round run-off election for
the governor’s position was held in April, Ahok’s guilty verdict had been
handed down and he was, somewhat inevitably, defeated. Internet and
social media commentator Merlyna Lim (2017) concluded that this case
shows that “social media use in electoral politics further deepens divi-
sions among social groups and amplifies animosity and intolerance of
each other.” Buni Yani, who had created and posted the Ahok video
online, was prosecuted in late 2017 and found guilty of breaching infor-
mation and electronic transaction laws.

Ahead of the 2019 presidential elections, a rematch of the previous
competition between Joko Widodo and Prabowo Subianto saw support-
ers from both camps deploy negative campaign advertising, fake news,
and outright hoaxes. Utilizing various social media platforms and the
internet, the main aim was to exploit ethnic and religious differences in
an effort to stir up divisive identity politics. However, rather than being
carried out by the official media teams of the two candidates, this black
campaigning was often coordinated by informal campaigners (Tapsell
2019). Whereas the official TV debates between the two presidential
candidates struck a measured tone, the online campaigning was charac-
terized by passionate and polarizing content. Not unlike the 2014 presi-
dential election, when Joko Widodo’s opponents sought to cast doubt on
his Muslim credentials, one social media hoax claimed that if Widodo
were to win a second term, he would abolish the call for prayer and ban
religious teachings at schools. In order to counter such claims, Widodo
ordered the security forces to arrest people who were spreading fake
news and other provocative items (Gunia 2019). His critics argued that
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the orders were carried out in a rather selective way, hitting Prabowo’s
supporters harder. The election itself proceeded smoothly and without
major disturbances. However, in the weeks leading up to the recapitula-
tion of the final vote tally Prabowo’s supporters continued their calls for
protest action. On 22 May this protest became violent with two days of
rioting in central Jakarta. As mentioned, the government responded by
blocking video and photo sharing functions on social media and messag-
ing applications, claiming hoaxes were fuelling the unrest. As seen else-
where in the world, post-truth politics has given rise to identity politics,
and its impact will be felt for some time to come.

Conclusion

Unlike during the New Order, when the media’s main role was to dis-
seminate and endorse the “government’s stances and its interpretations
of news, history and the law” (Briuchler 2011, p. 119), Indonesia’s media
now enjoys greater freedom of expression. Nevertheless, the legacy of
the New Order is still evident. Whereas control over the media used to
be in the hands of the Indonesian president, his children, and members of
the military, the largest media outlets in post—-New Order Indonesia are
now in the hands of powerful media oligarchies, and they use their con-
trol of the media to pursue their own political and economic interests,
with the help of money politics and swiftly changing alliances (Tapsell
2017). It is not surprising that Indonesians have embraced social online
media with great enthusiasm in order to escape news reporting that is
driven by the interests of the powerful. Despite the importance of social
media and the role of “netizens” and citizen journalists trying to counter
oligarchic media, the power of such interest groups persists unhindered.
It must not be forgotten that digital spheres enable the circulation of even
more tendentious, manipulated, and sensationalist views among Indone-
sians, confronting particular political, religious, and other minorities
with increased online and offline oppression and hate speech.
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Indonesia in
World Affairs

IN 1953, FOUR YEARS AFTER THE FORMAL TRANSFER OF SOVER-
eignty from the Netherlands to the independent Indonesian government,
and during Indonesia’s first democratic phase, Indonesian vice president
Mohammad Hatta (1953) set out the core features of the nation’s for-
eign policy in an article for Foreign Affairs. Although global geopolitics
have shifted markedly over the intervening decades, and Indonesia has
transitioned from democratic to authoritarian rule and back to democ-
racy again, Hatta’s words persist as a fitting starting point to understand
Indonesia’s approach to its international relations.

Hatta outlined two important geographic influences on Indonesia’s
place in world affairs. Indonesia’s geographic position was at once
strategic—lying between the Asian and Australian continents and at the
confluence of the Indian and the Pacific Oceans—yet at arm’s length
from the main belligerents of the Cold War, as it did not share a com-
mon border with the United States, Russia, or China. Being at arm’s
length from these powers enabled Indonesia to adopt what Hatta termed
an “independent and active” foreign policy. “Independent” designated
an unwillingness to permanently align either with the US-led Western
bloc of the Cold War, or with the Sino-Soviet bloc of Communist coun-
tries. Instead, Indonesia would seek good relations with all countries, an
approach Hatta noted was further necessitated both by Indonesia’s
strategic location and by insufficient military might to defend the full
extent of its vast territory. “Active” indicated that Indonesia would take
steps to strengthen and preserve peace, rather than maintain neutral pas-
sivity. Although Hatta did not emphasize it in his article, this “active”
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stance dovetailed with the determination of the Indonesian president of
the day, Sukarno, that Indonesia would play a major role in world affairs.
It also likely reflected the still recent struggle against the Dutch, when
international engagement and the role of the United Nations served the
Indonesian nationalists well.

All of these features are evident in twenty-first-century Indonesian
thinking about its place in world affairs. Current foreign policy thinkers
conceptualize Indonesia’s geographic position in very similar terms to
Hatta, for example. Although strategic competition between the United
States, China, and Russia is rising in the second decade of this century,
Indonesia’s military planners see no direct threat to Indonesia’s territory
arising from this competition, in contrast to other Southeast Asian nations
sharing common land borders or disputed islands with China. Addition-
ally, since 2014 the current Joko Widodo government has placed Indone-
sia’s position at the confluence of two oceans as the centerpiece of its for-
eign policy, outlining plans to establish Indonesia as a global maritime
fulcrum, benefiting from the vital sea lanes passing through its territory
and securely managing the country’s maritime resources.

Each successor government to Sukarno has also declared its deter-
mination to remain “independent” (typically now called “free”) and
“active,” even if their adherence to this principle has varied, as we will
discuss below. Moreover, despite rapid economic growth over most of
the intervening period, during which Indonesia’s per capita GDP has
increased roughly sixfold (Hill 2015, p. 286), present-day Indonesia
still lacks the military capacity to secure the full extent of its territory.
Nevertheless, contemporary Indonesian presidents have continued to
describe the nation’s international role in expansive terms, if not quite
matching Sukarno’s ambition. By the end of his second presidential
term, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (2004-2014) described Indonesia as
“a regional power and global player to be reckoned with” (Yudhoyono
2014). Joko Widodo, in a similar vein, has cast the shift in geopolitical
and economic heft from the West to East Asia as Indonesia’s opportu-
nity to become a “great nation.”

Despite such clear continuities, regime change and the transforma-
tion of domestic politics outlined in preceding chapters have inevitably
also had an impact on Indonesia’s foreign policy. We turn first to the
impacts of this domestic political change on Indonesia’s foreign policy
and how it is formulated, before surveying Indonesia’s key international
relationships. These discussions are arranged thematically, spanning
the major powers, Indonesia’s Southeast Asian neighbors, the United
Nations, the Muslim world, and other key partners.
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Democratization and Indonesian Foreign Policy

Since the end of the authoritarian New Order in 1998, Indonesia has
become more outward looking. In the preceding decades, domestic con-
cerns such as nation building and preserving territorial sovereignty had
been Indonesia’s primary preoccupation, which at times fostered an
island mentality. Under Sukarno and Suharto—the former known for his
cosmopolitanism, the latter for his lack of it—foreign policy rested in
the hands of these two strong presidential leaders and carried their per-
sonal stamp. In post-reformasi Indonesia, a broader range of actors has
been able to influence the formulation of foreign policy, including the
parliament, business interests, civil society, religious groups, and public
opinion. Various examples of their influence are detailed in the subse-
quent sections of this chapter.

Of these newly influential groups, the national parliament (DPR)
and its constituent political parties are the most important. Constitu-
tional amendments have empowered the parliament to ratify treaties and
approve ambassadorial appointments, as well as to jointly agree on leg-
islation related to international issues with the government (Wirajuda
2014; Riiland 2009). The parliament also exerts pressure on the govern-
ment through its Parliamentary Commission 1 on Defense and Foreign
Affairs (Komisi 1 DPR RI), which is able to summon the foreign min-
ister and other state officials for questioning at its meetings (Laksmana
2011). At times, the parliament has been able to alter the government’s
foreign policy stance or significantly delay initiatives that it opposes;
overall, scholars judge it has pushed Indonesian foreign policy in a
more nationalist direction (Wirajuda 2014, p. 88).

Despite the greater influence of other actors, the president continues
to be able to set the direction of Indonesian foreign policy. President Yud-
hoyono, in particular, is considered to have restored an active role for
Indonesia in international affairs, after the turbulence of the early postau-
thoritarian presidencies. Yudhoyono repeatedly emphasized that Indone-
sia must contribute to the international order and, toward the end of his
rule, surmised that Indonesia had become “a regional power and a global
player to be reckoned with” (Yudhoyono 2014). Yudhoyono sought to
involve Indonesia in a strikingly broad range of issues, as his stated ambi-
tion for Indonesia to be “part of the solution to global problems” placed
few clear limits on Indonesia’s role. He also established his own special
staff for foreign policy to increase his autonomy from the foreign ministry
(Wirajuda 2014, pp. 74-75). Current president Joko Widodo has shown a
less personal interest in foreign policy and is perhaps best known for his
insistence that Indonesia’s diplomacy must deliver tangible benefits to its
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people. His government has also placed new emphasis on the maritime
domain in Indonesia’s international affairs, announcing an ambition to
establish Indonesia as a global maritime fulcrum. To this end, his govern-
ment issued a new National Ocean Policy in 2017.

Each democratic-era foreign minister has also exerted an important
influence on Indonesia’s foreign policy. With the exception of Wahid-era
appointee Alwi Shihab, who was a National Awakening Party (PKB)
politician, each democratic-era foreign minister has been a career diplo-
mat. Hassan Wirajuda, foreign minister from 2003 to 2009, spanning two
presidencies, was especially influential. He is credited with professional-
izing the foreign ministry, including fast-tracking the careers of both his
successors to date as foreign minister, Marty Natalegawa and Retno
Marsudi. Wirajuda also sought, without success, to leverage Indonesia’s
new democratic status and its emergent democracy promotion activities
to lobby for a seat on the UN Security Council (Riilland 2017, p. 61). His
successor, Natalegawa, foreign minister for Yudhoyono’s second term, is
credited with an early commitment to the idea of an Indo-Pacific imag-
ing of Indonesia’s immediate neighborhood, spanning the coastal states
of both oceans, as well as for his promotion of the concept of “dynamic
equilibrium” within Asia. Under this concept of dynamic equilibrium, no
one power would dominate the region, although as covered below,
Indonesia has been comfortable overall with a US-led regional order. As
of 2019, current foreign minister Retno Marsudi has placed renewed
emphasis on the Indo-Pacific, launching an Indonesian Indo-Pacific
Concept in 2018 and hosting a high-level dialogue on Indo-Pacific coop-
eration in 2019 (Parameswaran 2019). Under her tenure, Indonesia has
also utilised its temporary membership of the UN Security Council to
advocate for the Palestinian cause (Tempo 2019).

Democratization has also sharpened electoral pressures on Indone-
sian foreign policy. In particular, given Indonesia’s mostly benign secu-
rity circumstances and budgetary constraints, Indonesia has not invested
in strategic capabilities commensurate with its vast territory and large
population and with its strategic position on some of the most important
trading routes between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean connect-
ing Asia with Australia and the Middle East. Hence, despite ambitions
from its leadership for Indonesia to play a more significant role in inter-
national affairs and public expectations that Indonesia will increase its
influence, Indonesia lacks the military, diplomatic, and overseas devel-
opment aid profile typically associated with so-called middle powers.

Given Indonesia’s limited strategic capabilities, multilateral forums
have been particularly important in its diplomacy. Indonesia’s leaders of
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today consider it desirable that Indonesia play a more active and construc-
tive role on the international stage, as evidenced by frequent reference in
the Foreign Ministry’s Strategic Plan (2005-2025) to Indonesia’s global
role, especially to international cooperation and multilateral diplomacy
(Acharya 2014, p. 99). Yudhoyono addressed these expectations with a
proactive “power of ideas” approach, in which Indonesia sought to con-
tribute to a number of regional and global issues through multilateral
forums, such as the World Economic Forum in 2011 (McRae 2014b, p.
14). Among Yudhoyono’s contributions was the establishment of the Bali
Democracy Forum in 2008, which has sought to promote democracy in
a nonaggressive manner in the Asia-Pacific region. President Yudhoyono
suggested that Indonesia should act more confidently as “a peace-maker,
confidence-builder, problem-solver, and bridge-builder” (Yudhoyono
2005, quoted in Laksmana 2011, p. 161). Although Indonesia claims to
promote peace and stability in the region and seeks to promote its model
of democratization in ASEAN countries, especially Myanmar, its efforts
have not always been effective, and limited resources have prevented more
significant outcomes in conflict resolution and peacekeeping/making.!
Indonesia now engages with thirty-two countries in its defense diplo-
macy, of which the top ten were the country’s most crucial security part-
ners (and weapons suppliers), as well as potential rivals (Laksmana
2011, p. 173). Indonesia is no longer dependent on one main supplier
for its defense strategy and equipment, having diversified its purchasing
(Acharya 2014, p. 91).

The United Nations has been one important focus. Indonesia is a
member of the UN General Assembly, has served on its Economic and
Social Council a number of times, and has been elected four times as a
nonpermanent member of the Security Council (1974-1975, 1995-1996,
2007-2008, and 2019-2020). Against long odds, Indonesia, together with
many other nations, has called for reform of the Security Council to align
it better to the contemporary balance of global power. Furthermore, its
ambassador to the United Nations served as one of four vice presidents of
the UN Human Rights Council in 2009-2010, and it has been an active
contributor to UN peacekeeping operations. Beyond the United Nations,
as the country with the world’s largest Muslim population, Indonesia is a
member of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) and maintains
its membership in the Non-Aligned Movement, where it has been a
prominent voice on total nuclear disarmament. Since gaining membership
during the Yudhoyono era, Indonesia has also prized its membership in
the Group of 20. Yudhoyono (2014) highlighted the opportunity this
membership provided for Indonesia to participate equally with advanced
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economies in determining global economic rules. At the same time,
Indonesia has maintained its membership in the Group of 77 of devel-
oping countries and has sought to position itself as a bridge between
developed and developing economies, as well as between the West and
Muslim-majority countries (Tan 2007).

In the democratic era, there has also been new emphasis on Indone-
sia’s diaspora. The World Bank (2017, p. 11) has estimated more than 9
million Indonesians currently work overseas, many as low-paid migrant
workers, although it must be acknowledged that estimates of the size of
the diaspora vary widely (Muhidin and Utomo 2015). Extending protec-
tion to its citizens living overseas has become an increasing priority for
the government, particularly since the execution in Saudi Arabia in
2017 of Indonesian domestic worker Ruyati binti Satubi. The Indone-
sian government was not informed in advance of the execution and was
excoriated domestically for its perceived inaction (McRae 2017). In
recent years, efforts to mobilize the diaspora in the service of Indone-
sia’s national interests have increased, particularly through several
global conferences for the diaspora.

Indonesia and the Major Powers

Indonesia has persistently articulated independence from the major pow-
ers as a core principle of its foreign policy. In its original formulation
during the Sukarno administration, Vice President Mohammad Hatta in
1948 famously described Indonesia’s approach as “mendayung di antara
dua karang” (rowing between two reefs). The reefs were the Cold War
blocs of communist/socialist states and the Western capitalist states. Six
decades later, in 2005, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono updated the two-
reefs metaphor to become “navigating a turbulent ocean” (Tan 2007, pp.
179-180). By this time, US-China strategic competition had replaced the
Cold War as the primary source of geopolitical tension. In either formu-
lation, this core principle of Indonesian foreign policy precludes any mil-
itary alliance with a major power and prevents Indonesia from joining
any power bloc led by a major power (Anwar 2018, p. 58). Each presi-
dent has interpreted these restrictions on relations with the major powers
somewhat differently, however, according to their perception of Indone-
sia’s interests. In the case of Sukarno and Suharto, scholars question
whether they adhered to an independent and active foreign policy at all.

The Sukarno government’s adherence to independent relations with
the major powers waned over the course of the two decades of his presi-
dency, as his perception of the principal threat to Indonesian security
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shifted. The government’s initial determination to remain disentangled
from competition among the great powers was clear in its approach to
China. Despite Indonesian government fears that China could destabilize
Indonesia by supporting domestic communism, Indonesia nevertheless
established diplomatic relations with China in 1950, in affirmation of its
independent and active diplomacy (Sukma 1999). This same determination
not to be trapped on either side of the Cold War was evident in 1955, when
Sukarno hosted an Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung at which he initi-
ated the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). This arguably marked the high
point of his government’s free and active foreign policy, and the NAM
was intended to provide a third path for newly independent countries,
autonomous from the capitalist West or the communist East (Weatherbee
2009). Over time, however, the Sukarno government’s perception of threats
changed, and Western neoimperialism was seen as the greatest threat fac-
ing Indonesia (Anwar 2018, p. 58). Sukarno’s foreign policy became
increasingly radical and anti-West, in line with his radicalization of domes-
tic politics during the Guided Democracy period (1959-1965) (Sukma
1995). Michael Leifer (2005, pp. 592-593) in fact judges Sukarno to have
abandoned a free and active foreign policy stance altogether during this
period, in favor of an alignment with an “anti-imperialist axis” with the
governments of China, North Vietnam, and North Korea. Sukarno accord-
ingly redefined global strategic competition in terms of a bloc of new
emerging forces, with Indonesia at the forefront, pitted against the old
established forces of the West (Anwar 1997, p. 21; Leifer 2005, p. 592).
As part of this foreign policy shift, Sukarno rejected the formation of a
federated Malaysia as an attempt at great power encirclement of Indonesia,
leading him to initiate the Konfrontasi war against Indonesia’s new neigh-
bor and to withdraw Indonesia from the United Nations in 1965 in protest
over Malaysia’s election as a nonpermanent member of the UN Security
Council. Such an alignment with this anti-imperialist axis was not
absolute. Indonesia still showed an ability to astutely manipulate great-
power rivalries to its advantage, notably in securing international support
to remove the Dutch from Papua (Chauvel and Bhakti 2004).

The annihilation of the left in Indonesia and Suharto’s seizure of the
presidency put an end to Indonesia’s radical foreign policy. Suharto
ended Konfrontasi, restored Indonesia to the United Nations, and installed
“economic development” as the focus of foreign policy in favor of
Sukarno’s “revolution” (Sukma 1995). This development focus and the
Suharto government’s anti-communist stance led it in effect to align
Indonesia with the West, despite also restoring an independent and active
stance as official foreign policy doctrine. Indonesia required American
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and Japanese aid to develop its economy (Sukma 1995) and therefore
encouraged the presence of the United States in the region as the “least
objectionable superpower,” despite Indonesia’s nominal preference for a
region free of external power influence (Leifer 2005, pp. 599-600). As
with Sukarno before him, Suharto’s approach to the major powers also
evolved over time as Indonesia’s interests shifted. The final decade of
Suharto’s rule saw both rapprochement with a rapidly growing China and
souring relations with the West, returning Indonesian foreign policy to a
more free and active footing. During this decade, Indonesia reestablished
diplomatic relations in 1993 with China, whereas Western restrictions on
military cooperation following the 1991 Santa Cruz Massacre foreshad-
owed a push by Indonesia to diversify its security partnerships to lessen
its reliance on the United States (Hamilton-Hart and McRae 2015).

In comparison with either Sukarno or Suharto, democratic-era pres-
idents have been relatively consistent in seeking to maintain a semblance
of equidistance between the major powers, in service of a free and active
policy stance. During this period, Indonesia has concluded comprehen-
sive and strategic partnerships with both the United States (in 2010 and
2015) and China (in 2005 and 2013), without exhibiting alignment with
either. These agreements are part of a broader proliferation of such part-
nerships; Yudhoyono stated in his final Independence Day address as
president that Indonesia had entered into such relations with “all major
countries and most of the world’s emerging powers.” Indonesia’s secu-
rity partnership with the United States remains much more extensive and
important than with China, but Indonesia has nevertheless demurred on
several US security interests. China has emerged as the more important
economic partner, but a desire to expand economic ties has been an
important component of Indonesian presidential visits to the United
States. Over this period, Indonesia has remained determined not to
become ensnared in US-China competition. Under Yudhoyono, Indone-
sia promoted a so-called dynamic equilibrium among regional and global
powers that would limit great-power competition to the benefit of all
(Laksmana 2011, p. 162). Although the term is now rarely used, this con-
cept has gained in prominence under Jokowi, who has spoken explicitly
of approaching great-power competition from the point of view of max-
imizing the benefits to Indonesia’s national interest.

United States

Indonesia’s relationship with the United States is the closest of its ties
with the major powers. The United States has long been Indonesia’s
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most important security partner, and it remains so despite efforts by
Indonesia to diversify its security interests. Indonesia has become
familiar and comfortable with the American-led regional order in Asia
since World War II (McRae 2014c). The United States is no longer as
important an economic partner to Indonesia as it was during the initial
decades of the Suharto regime, but it remains one of Indonesia’s largest
sources of foreign direct investment and its fourth-most-important
trading partner (Hamilton-Hart and McRae 2015, p. 14). Nevertheless,
Leifer’s (2005, p. 599) pithy characterization of the United States as
the “least objectionable superpower” in Indonesia’s eyes is a reminder
that the two countries’ international interests have often differed in
various important respects. During the democratic era in particular, var-
ious Islamic political interests have also successfully employed anti-
Americanism to force the government to change policy and to con-
strain US-Indonesia cooperation (Murphy 2012).

In becoming Indonesia’s largest security partner and establishing
a reputation within Indonesia as a mostly benign power, the United
States has successfully downplayed its turbulent relationship with
President Sukarno (Hamilton-Hart 2012). In the late 1950s, the United
States provided clandestine support to regional rebellions against
Sukarno’s rule and subsequently encouraged the Indonesian military
to topple the president (Brands 1989, pp. 786—787; Hamilton-Hart
2012). Once Suharto took power, however, Indonesia obtained most of
its military equipment from the United States and participated in reg-
ular joint military training programs. This long history of cooperation
is manifest in the large share of Indonesian military equipment origi-
nating from the United States, despite a recent emphasis on procure-
ment from other countries and on developing a defense industry in
Indonesia (Gindarsah 2016, p. 348). The volume of bilateral defense
diplomacy activities between Indonesia and the United States also sig-
nificantly exceeds similar activities between Indonesia and other
countries (Gindarsah 2016, p. 347).

Nevertheless, in many respects Indonesia’s security ties with the
United States remain superficial. Without a pressing, direct threat to its
security, Indonesia has had no incentive to compromise its autonomy in
setting its foreign policy direction by drawing closer to the United
States. Indonesia does not participate in US-led global coalitions, such
as that formed to oppose the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS),
even though the terror organization is a shared foe for both countries.
The Indonesian government has in fact criticized military intervention
as an approach to resolving the Syria conflict. Similarly, the Indonesian
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government has been critical on occasion of US freedom of navigation
operations in the South China Sea, objecting to raised regional tensions
despite a shared opposition to China’s advancement of its claims out-
side the framework of international law. Nor has Indonesia invested in
military capabilities that would enable interoperability with the United
States, even were it inclined to cooperate so closely. It was in fact ini-
tially critical of the deployment of United States Marines to Darwin in
Australia’s Northern Territory in 2011, with some nationalist figures
suggesting the deployment could be used to protect US mining inter-
ests in Indonesia’s Papua Province. Indonesia also lacks an intelligence
relationship with the United States of the depth of that between the
United States and its so-called Five Eyes partners—Australia, Canada,
New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

Moreover, although the United States enjoys an overall positive
image among Indonesians, US foreign policy has on occasion provoked
public outpourings of anti-Americanism. Many Indonesians perceived
George W. Bush’s post—September 11 global war on terror to be a war
on Islam, for example, a view encouraged by various Islamic leaders
within the country. The Megawati government refrained from direct
criticism of the US-led war on Afghanistan, in the interests of restoring
bilateral ties to a normal footing after restrictions on security coopera-
tion in the 1990s, but Megawati’s visit to the United States soon after
September 11 was controversial at home because it was seen as implic-
itly supportive of the war (Anwar 2003, pp. 84-86).

Reflecting such sensitivities, the Indonesian government has gen-
erally not publicized American support for domestic counterterrorism.
US-led sanctions against Iran over its nuclear program also became a
political issue within Indonesia, causing an about-face in government
policy, as discussed in more detail later in this chapter (Murphy 2012).
Public perceptions of the United States improved significantly during
the presidency of Barack Obama, who spent three years in Indonesia
as a child. The United States did not become the target of public
opprobrium over foreign espionage in 2013 in the way that Australia
did, for example, even though this espionage came to light through a
leak from US intelligence.

Renegotiation of the contract agreement for the giant Freeport gold
and copper mine was the main source of public anti-Americanism dur-
ing this period, provoking deep veins of public suspicion that foreign
resource companies are exploiting Indonesia’s wealth on unfair terms.
Such public sentiment, as well as competition between different coali-
tions of domestic politico-business interests seeking to benefit from the
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mine, greatly complicated Indonesian government efforts to conclude
new arrangements with the company (Budiartie and Warburton 2015).
The Trump presidency has not been as controversial in Indonesia as in
many parts of the world (Mantong 2017), despite moves to restrict
immigration from various majority-Muslim countries, but his adminis-
tration’s decision to move its embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem did provoke large public protests.

China

Changes in Indonesia’s domestic politics and China’s sustained eco-
nomic boom have helped to thaw Indonesia-China relations from their
long, deep chill. The resultant changes to the bilateral relationship
have been striking. Although direct trade between the two countries
was banned until 1985 (Sukma 1999, pp. 183—186), China is now
Indonesia’s largest trading partner, and successive Indonesian govern-
ments have actively sought to attract more Chinese investment in
large-scale infrastructure projects in Indonesia. Reflecting the impor-
tance of the Chinese economy to Indonesia, China’s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), a policy aimed at improving China’s connectivity
with the rest of the world through the development of sea and land
routes, was announced in Jakarta, and Indonesia unsuccessfully sought
to have the Chinese-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank head-
quartered in Jakarta. Security ties have been slower to defrost but
have also expanded since the mid-2000s.

After Sukarno brought Indonesia into close alignment with China in
the final years of his presidency, the stridently anti-communist Suharto
government suspended diplomatic ties in 1967, following tit-for-tat
attacks on the Indonesian Embassy in Beijing in 1967 and the Chinese
Embassy in Jakarta (Storey 2013, p. 195). For most of Suharto’s New
Order regime, Sino-Indonesian political and economic relations lay dor-
mant. Ethnic Chinese in Indonesia—who compose about 1.2 percent of
the population—faced widespread institutionalized ethnic and religious
discrimination (Tjhin 2012; Coppel 2017) and were excluded from
many professions, leaving business the only option for most of them to
earn a living. Those who succeeded suffered from the envy of other
Indonesians, which sporadically gave rise to violent anti-Chinese riots
(Purdey 2006). Chinese-language newspapers and schools were shut
down by the Indonesian authorities after the 1965 coup, which meant
that Indonesia was for almost three decades without significant knowl-
edge of developments in China (Tjhin 2012, p. 312; He 2008, p. 60).
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Even after the Suharto government normalized ties in 1990, enduring
suspicions and fresh tensions over China’s territorial claims in the South
China Sea constrained ties for the remainder of Indonesia’s authoritar-
ian period. Only under democratic rule did ties genuinely improve, as
Wahid eased discrimination against the ethnic Chinese and made his
first international visit to China, and the Indonesian government faced
the imperative to grow the economy following the 1997 financial crisis
(Fukuoka and Verico 2016).

The expansion of China-Indonesia ties during the democratic era is
clearly visible in trade statistics. Average annual trade was almost four
times higher in 1998-2007 than during the preceding decade of authori-
tarian rule; in 2008-2012, it was fourfold higher again, in part reflecting
a massive increase after the ASEAN-China Free Trade Agreement came
into full effect in 2010 (Fukuoka and Verico 2016, p. 58). By 2016, two-
way trade with China had reached US$47 billion, making China easily
Indonesia’s largest trading partner (World Bank 2018). Consistent with
the scale of trade with China, Indonesia has been involved in negotia-
tions involving China for a Regional Comprehensive Economic Partner-
ship (RCEP), but not in negotiations for the Trans-Pacific Partnership
(TPP), widely perceived as a US-led economic bloc prior to the Trump
administration’s withdrawal from the deal. President Jokowi stated
Indonesia’s “intention” to join the TPP during a trip to Washington, DC,
in 2015, but this did not appear to be a firm commitment.

Investment is more difficult to quantify, owing to single-digit real-
ization rates on pledged investments and informal flows of capital.
Nevertheless, Indonesia has actively pursued Chinese investment in
infrastructure and resource extraction since the early 2000s (Hamilton-
Hart and McRae 2015, p. 10), reflecting a perception that Chinese
money is more readily available and comes with fewer strings than
investment from other sources such as the United States. The Jokowi
government in particular has sought to capitalize on the Belt and Road
Initiative to attract Chinese investment in port development, and also
opted for Chinese state-owned enterprises over a Japanese bid to
develop high-speed rail between Jakarta and Bandung. Particularly
given the tumultuous history of Indonesia-China ties, a striking feature
of such investments is the absence—at least in public discourse—of
the security concerns aired in Western countries over similar proposals.
Instead, as reviewed below, the main concern with Chinese investment
involves the labor force for projects.

Nevertheless, various business and political actors who see the
expansion of China-Indonesia economic ties as a threat to their interests
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have sought to resuscitate the China threat discourse and have lobbied
for greater protectionism (Fukuoka and Verico 2016, p. 54). A fear of
being outcompeted arises from a pattern of China-Indonesia trade that
involves the export of manufactured goods to Indonesia and unprocessed
or semiprocessed commodities to China, with China benefiting from a
large trade surplus (Booth 2011b, p. 150). Fukuoka and Verico (2016, p.
58) observe that China’s comparative advantage in most trading products
has led to deindustrialization in Indonesia, particularly after the volume
of trade has increased in the wake of the ASEAN-China Free Trade
Agreement, which came into force in 2010. More recently, the alleged
use of Chinese laborers by Chinese investors in construction projects in
Indonesia has become politically controversial in Indonesia, spurring
sometimes racist and xenophobic coverage and commentary.

Enduring suspicion that China poses a long-term threat to Indonesia
has been more pronounced again in the security sphere. China’s long-
term strategic ambitions in the South China Sea are the clearest point of
friction. Indonesia is not a direct party to the territorial disputes over the
Spratly and Paracel island groups, which receive the lion’s share of
international media coverage, although Chinese militarization of these
islands concerns Indonesia to the extent that it impinges on freedom of
navigation or observance of international law. In February 2014, for
example, Indonesia issued a clear warning to China about installing an
air defense identification zone in the South China Sea, which it had
done in the East China Sea in 2013 (Acharya 2014, p. 80). Of greater
concern to Indonesia is the apparent overlap between China’s so-called
nine-dashed line on its maps, enclosing most of the South China Sea,
and the 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone (EEZ) projecting
into the South China Sea that Indonesia claims in the vicinity of its
Natuna Islands, northeast of Singapore. This overlap has led to periodic
confrontations between the two countries over Indonesia’s attempts to
apprehend Chinese fishing vessels within waters it claims as its EEZ, as
these vessels are often accompanied by Chinese patrol boats. Tensions
flared in particular under the Jokowi administration, which has taken a
hard line on illegal fishing, including sinking seized vessels with explo-
sives in carefully staged media events. Three confrontations at sea took
place around the Natunas in 2016 as Indonesia attempted to seize Chi-
nese fishing boats, culminating in President Jokowi involving himself
personally in the dispute by holding a limited cabinet meeting aboard a
warship in the vicinity of the incidents (McRae 2019).

Much as such incidents fuel Indonesian anxieties that China’s rise
will not remain peaceful, since the Yudhoyono government came into



206 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

power, Indonesia’s approach has been to attempt to build trust with
China by developing more comprehensive collaboration across a
range of sectors, including the security sphere. Following the signing
of the Indonesia-China strategic partnership in 2005, Indonesia and
China have held several bilateral and multilateral military exercises,
albeit at a much lower volume than equivalent exercises with the
United States, and Indonesia has sought to acquire from or jointly pro-
duce some defense equipment with China (Tjhin 2012, p. 306). Despite
such plans, China has remained only a minor supplier of defense
equipment to Indonesia, with Russian military products generally pre-
ferred to Chinese weapon systems, which have had a reputation of
being of poor quality and durability (Storey 2013, p. 207; Gindarsah
2016). Nevertheless, late in the Yudhoyono administration, Indonesia
and China upgraded the 2005 strategic partnership into a comprehen-
sive strategic partnership during President Xi Jinping’s visit to
Indonesia in 2013 (McRae 2014c, p. 7). Despite the incidents in the
Natunas, China-Indonesia relations are widely perceived to have
become closer again under Joko Widodo, who has frequently met with
his Chinese counterpart.

Indonesia and ASEAN

Indonesia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs has explained its diplomatic
cooperation in terms of a series of concentric circles. The implicit
assumption is that Indonesia’s interests are greatest in its immediate
region. This imagining of Indonesia’s foreign relationships places the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its member states
within the innermost circle, whereas the next circle out contains the
main East Asian economic drivers—Japan, China, and South Korea.
This central position for ASEAN is consistent with then foreign minis-
ter Adam Malik’s characterization of the regional organization soon
after its formation in 1967 as the “cornerstone of Indonesian foreign
policy” (Heiduk 2016, p. 7).

Indonesia’s priority within ASEAN has been to maintain regional
stability (Emmers 2014; Heiduk 2016, p. 6). In particular, Indonesia has
sought to limit the influence of external powers in Southeast Asia by
enmeshing them in so-called ASEAN-centered multilateral forums. Lat-
terly, as Indonesia’s desire to exert extraregional influence has grown
during the democratic era, these ASEAN-centered forums such as the
East Asia Summit have provided a stepping-stone for Indonesia to
attempt a broader global role (McRae 2014c). Regional economic inte-
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gration has been a lesser priority; indeed, Indonesia has obstructed this
goal (Emmers 2014; Heiduk 2016, p. 8).

Despite these various interests, doubts persist about the importance
of ASEAN to Indonesian diplomacy. Such doubts encompass both
Indonesia’s commitment to the grouping and its ability to set the agenda
within ASEAN. Both issues are discussed in more detail below, along
with Indonesia’s often turbulent relations with selected individual
ASEAN member states.

Association of Southeast Asian Nations

For Indonesia, the formation of ASEAN in 1967 was an opportunity to
promote regional stability by limiting great-power influence in its imme-
diate environs. The military’s rise to power under the presidency of Gen-
eral Suharto meant that communist powers were seen as the primary
threat. Dewi Fortuna Anwar (1997, p. 24) observes that the Indonesian
military supported ASEAN because it perceived that the non-communist
membership of the group—the other founding members were Singapore,
Malaysia, the Philippines, and China—would provide a buffer against
China. Concern about maintaining a buffer against China underpinned
Indonesia’s leading role in ASEAN efforts to bring about a diplomatic
solution to the Cambodia conflict during the Vietnamese occupation. By
brokering peace, Indonesia hoped that Vietnam could play this role for
the region (Weatherbee 2013, p. 60). Indonesia has also lent support to
various ASEAN declarations and statements aimed at establishing
Southeast Asia’s strategic autonomy, including the 1967 Bangkok Dec-
laration deeming foreign military bases in the region to be temporary,
the 1971 Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN), and the
Southeast Asia Nuclear Weapon Free Zone Treaty in 1995 (Anwar
1997, p. 25; Weatherbee 2013, p. 59).

The other founding members saw ASEAN as an avenue to incorpo-
rate Indonesia into the region as a nonexpansionist power, following the
end of Sukarno’s Konfrontasi war against Malaysia (which had
involved the Philippines because of its territorial claims in Sabah) and
his campaign to gain control of Papua (Weatherbee 2013, p. 59). This
context limited Indonesia’s ability to exert leadership within ASEAN,
despite being the largest country. Although Indonesia perceived itself as
first among equals on account of its size—a status reflected in the
location of the ASEAN secretariat and six important sub-offices in
Jakarta—self-restraint was also an important initial priority for Indone-
sia to regain its neighbors’ trust (Heiduk 2016, p. 7; Anwar 1997, p. 21;



208 Indonesia: State and Society in Transition

Weatherbee 2005, pp. 150, 161). Indonesia’s ability to impose an
agenda on the grouping is further inhibited by ASEAN’s internal oper-
ating principles, which include noninterference in the affairs of other
member countries, a preference for nonbinding instruments of coopera-
tion, peaceful resolution of conflicts, and consensus decisionmaking
(Heiduk 2016, p. 7). The organization’s critics suggest that the require-
ment for the assent of all members has caused Indonesia to compromise
its own foreign policy interests to adhere to “lowest common denomina-
tor consensus and inaction” (Weatherbee 2013, p. 83).

Under democratic rule, Indonesia has pushed for ASEAN to
become a robust political and security community (Laksmana 2011, p.
158; Sukma 2011). Both ideas have gained only limited traction.
Other ASEAN members, mostly authoritarian states, have largely
rebuffed Indonesian proposals for greater observance of democratic
principles in the region. Where these have been adopted, such as
Jakarta’s proposal for an ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on
Human Rights, the original Indonesian proposal has been substantially
watered down (Sukma 2011, p. 114). Indonesian calls for an ASEAN
peacekeeping force were also rejected, although Indonesia did invite
an EU-ASEAN monitoring mission to oversee implementation of its
peace agreement with the Free Aceh Movement (GAM) in 2005. A
proposal in 2011 to provide Indonesian truce observers in an ASEAN
attempt to resolve a border dispute between Thailand and Cambodia
also foundered, because of Thai objections (International Crisis Group
2011; Acharya 2014, p. 57).

ASEAN’s contemporary contribution to regional security comes pri-
marily through so-called ASEAN-centered forums, which bring together
ASEAN as a bloc with various external dialogue partners. Notable
among these forums are the East Asia Summit—comprising ASEAN, the
United States, China, Russia, India, Japan, South Korea, Australia, and
New Zealand—and the twenty-seven-member ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) security dialogue. To function effectively, however, such forums
require the ASEAN countries to reach a consensus position. Such con-
sensus has proven increasingly difficult to achieve as China has
increased its influence on mainland Southeast Asian states, particularly
Cambodia and also Laos. The divisive influence of China and the dis-
parate interests of member states became obvious in 2012, when ASEAN
foreign ministers failed to produce a joint communiqué on a territorial
dispute in the South China Sea. Only Indonesian foreign minister Marty
Natalegawa’s shuttle diplomacy restored temporary consensus. ASEAN
is currently focusing on negotiating a code of conduct for the South
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China Sea with China but faces Chinese reluctance to engage with the
process and the challenge of maintaining its own unity as a grouping.

If Indonesia has been frustrated with other ASEAN members’
response to its political and security proposals, it has been Indonesia that
has frustrated ASEAN efforts to achieve greater regional economic inte-
gration (Heiduk 2016, p. 6). Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand have
exercised the most economic leadership within ASEAN (Emmers 2014,
p- 550), with Singapore proposing both the ASEAN Free Trade Area,
which came into force in 2003, and the ASEAN Economic Community,
established in 2015. By contrast, Felix Heiduk (2016, pp. 6, 8) sets out
a history of Indonesian obstruction of regional economic integration
dating back to the Suharto era, underpinned by limited economic inter-
dependence with ASEAN states, a desire to develop economic partners
outside the region, and concerns that Indonesian firms would be unable
to compete with their regional peers on a truly level playing field.

Nevertheless, Indonesia’s limited ability to corral ASEAN states to
a common position that serves Indonesian interests has spurred calls
within Indonesia to diminish its role within Indonesian foreign policy.
The most famous advocate for such a diminution has been Rizal Sukma,
who as executive director of the Centre for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS), a Jakarta think tank, called for a post-ASEAN foreign
policy in a Jakarta Post opinion piece in 2009. Under the Jokowi gov-
ernment, Sukma has transitioned from think-tank observer to policy
adviser and ambassador; his influence and Jokowi’s overall focus on
tangible outcomes from Indonesia’s diplomacy have each fueled predic-
tions that Indonesia may turn away from ASEAN. Such predictions
have not yet been borne out, however. Despite ASEAN’s shortcomings,
Indonesia has no clear alternative to engage effectively with the major
powers on regional security issues.

Malaysia and Singapore

Indonesia’s relations with its immediate neighbors, Malaysia and Singa-
pore, are difficult yet ultimately amicable. Indeed, Indonesia’s relations
with Malaysia in particular are often likened to those of siblings, marked
both by rivalry but also closeness. Sukarno’s Konfrontasi military cam-
paign from 1963 to 1966 and its aftermath marked a low point in ties
between the two nations, and bilateral relations have frequently been
beset by public controversies over a broad range of issues ever since.
Despite such tensions, Malaysia and Singapore are among Indonesia’s
closest economic partners and share common security interests with their
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much larger neighbor. Along with Australia, Malaysia and Singapore are
the only countries to have leader-level annual meetings with Indonesia.

Tensions with Malaysia have centered on territorial disputes, cul-
tural identity, and cross-border labor issues (Weiss 2010, p. 173; Clark
and Pietsch 2014). Sections of Indonesia and Malaysia’s maritime
boundary are yet to be demarcated, owing to protracted disputes, espe-
cially regarding the Ambalat block, northeast of Kalimantan, believed to
contain vast oil and natural gas supplies. Each country lodges overlap-
ping claims to the area, which result in periodic naval standoffs. Within
Indonesia, the political context for negotiations over Ambalat and other
border sections is a perception that Indonesia “lost” two disputed
islands, Sipidan and Ligitan, to Malaysia in 2002 in an International
Court of Justice ruling, a loss that must not be repeated. Another bone
of contention is what Indonesia perceives as the cultural theft of songs,
recipes, dance choreographies, and textile printing (batik), when Malaysia
began to patent material and nonmaterial cultural artifacts (Clark and
Pietsch 2014). Malaysia may indeed have gone too far in some cases, but
Indonesia has done little to promote its cultural treasures or to prevent
many of its cultural artifacts and heritage from being sold, destroyed, or
even simply forgotten.

The treatment of Indonesian labor migrants in Malaysia gives rise
to disagreement and discontent. By one estimate, 1.2 million Indone-
sians work in Malaysia, more than in any other country (Weiss 2010, p.
171). Repeated media reports of denigrating treatment, physical and
sexual abuse, and quasi-serfdom of female domestic workers at the
hands of their employers, and of the treatment of male workers in con-
struction and agriculture, indicate a denial of their basic rights and fair-
ness in employment. In 2009, after a series of abuse cases had hit the
news, Indonesia banned the sending of domestic workers to Malaysia.
The formal 2011 Memorandum of Understanding between Indonesia
and Malaysia, crafted to protect the basic rights of Indonesian domestic
workers in Malaysia, has not, according to labor activists in both coun-
tries, brought fundamental change. The issue is periodically of high
political salience in Indonesia; presidential hopeful Prabowo Subianto
made a highly publicized personal intervention in the case of a female
migrant worker facing a potential death sentence in Malaysia in the
lead-up to the 2014 elections, for example—she was ultimately acquit-
ted of the murder of her employer.

Singapore shares many similar sources of tension with Indonesia.
Although the number of Indonesians working in Singapore is far fewer
than in Malaysia, cases of maltreatment spur protests in Indonesia from
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time to time. Issues of territory manifest between the two countries
regarding the boundary between Singapore and the island of Batam, as
well as Singapore’s control of airspace over Indonesia’s Riau Archipel-
ago as part of the former’s Flight Information Region, an arrangement
the Indonesian military reportedly aspires to reverse. Singapore’s land
reclamation efforts have also given rise to territorial concerns in
Indonesia. Singapore has imported vast amounts of sand and granite
from Indonesia for land reclamation, but fearing that the extension of
Singapore’s shores would change sea boundaries, Indonesia banned the
export of these materials from 2007 to 2011, although they continued
to be smuggled out of the country.

Singapore’s reputation as a safe haven for corrupt Indonesians and
their money underpins a further diplomatic quarrel. Natasha Hamilton-
Hart (2009, p. 264) quotes a Merrill Lynch estimate that “up to one third
of the investors with assets of more than US$1 million in Singapore are of
Indonesian origin”; this situation spurs resentment within Indonesia that
Singapore’s economic development is in significant part underpinned by
illicit funds sourced from Indonesia. Indonesia and Singapore attempted
to resolve this issue in 2007 when a Defence Cooperation Agreement
and Extradition Treaty were signed as a package, but neither agreement
came into force after parliamentary objections in Indonesia to the terms
of the defense agreement (Hamilton-Hart 2009, p. 257). The absence of
an operation extradition treaty still remains a bone of contention.

History and Singapore’s perceived insecurities as a small island
state also provide a recurring source of tension. President Habibie
famously dismissed Singapore as a “little red dot” on the map, although
the term’s enthusiastic adoption by Singaporean diplomats may indicate
little genuine offense was caused (Hamilton-Hart 2009, p. 251). A
diplomatic spat also resulted in 2014 from Indonesia’s decision to name
a new naval frigate in honor of two marines executed in Singapore in
1968 for a Konfrontasi-era bombing attack. Indonesia’s military chief
apologized, but the frigate’s name was not changed.

A final point of tension between Indonesia and Singapore (and
Malaysia) is the regular occurrence of haze (transborder pollution) from
forest fires. Every year, during the dry season, Indonesian planters burn
large parts of the forests in Sumatra, generating smoke that crosses the
Straits of Melaka and has a negative impact on tourism, aviation, and
maritime activities in Singapore and Malaysia. Indonesia admits only
partial responsibility for the problem, laying much of the blame on Sin-
gaporean and Malaysian investors for the slash-and-burn land clearance
for their new oil palm plantations (Acharya 2014, p. 60).
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Hamilton-Hart (2009, pp. 260-266) cautions against viewing
Indonesia-Singapore ties as especially fractious, noting that the two
countries’ interests are in large part complementary and that even high-
level emotional political disputes are often underpinned only by minor
conflicts of interest. Certainly, Indonesia’s interests align much more
closely with Singapore within ASEAN than with those of mainland
Southeast Asian states such as Laos and Cambodia. The same point
holds true regarding shared interests between Indonesia and Malaysia.

Timor-Leste

The relationship between Indonesia and Timor-Leste is defined by the
history of Indonesian annexation. Indonesia invaded Timor-Leste in
December 1975, shortly after the former Portuguese colony declared
independence but never gained UN recognition for the territory’s annex-
ation (Fernandes 2010). Upon democratization, President Habibie per-
ceived an opportunity to remove what Foreign Minister Ali Alatas had
famously described as a “pebble in Indonesia’s shoe” and arranged for a
referendum on the territory’s future. The September 1999 referendum led
to Timor-Leste’s independence, in response to a large majority (78.5 per-
cent) vote, but it also precipitated a murderous scorched-earth campaign
by pro-Indonesia militia, actively supported by the Indonesian military.
Around 2,000 people were killed, approximately 400,000 were dis-
placed, and 60-80 percent of East Timor’s underdeveloped infrastructure
was destroyed (Strating 2014, p. 233). This campaign of violence fol-
lowed a long history of human rights violations during Indonesian occu-
pation, including a period of mass killings in the first five years of the
occupation (Cribb 2001b). Among subsequent incidents, the 1991 Santa
Cruz Massacre gained particular international notoriety.

Indonesian governments have shown no interest in confronting their
nation’s role as a colonizer, or in bringing Indonesian perpetrators to jus-
tice (see Chapter 7). Within Indonesia, the dominant perception is that
the East Timorese opted voluntarily to join Indonesia in 1976, and that
Timor-Leste’s eventual separation was the outcome of foreign meddling
(Hidayat 2011, pp. 24-25). The Indonesian government stance has posed
a dilemma for successive governments of independent Timor-Leste—to
pursue justice and reparations for the history of violence, or to prioritize
good bilateral ties. This dilemma is sharpened by Timor-Leste’s depen-
dence on Indonesia for food imports, especially during the dry season, as
well as Timor-Leste’s need for Indonesian support for its security and
defense. Illustrating these security interests, in 2011 and 2014, the two
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countries signed security and defense agreements that encompassed bor-
der control and smuggling issues and the supply of military equipment to
Timor-Leste. Timor-Leste also aspires to join the Association of South-
east Asian Nations, for which it requires Indonesia’s endorsement (Strat-
ing 2014, p. 235). Under these circumstances, Timor-Leste governments
have opted for reconciliation rather than pressing the issue of past abuses
with Indonesia. Timor-Leste opposed a recommendation by a UN Com-
mission of Experts in 2005 that an international tribunal be established if
domestic justice protesters failed to bring perpetrators of the 1999 vio-
lence to account (Hidayat 2011, p. 18). Indeed, the two governments
established a bilateral Commission for Truth and Friendship (CTF) in
2005 with the express purpose of heading off any new international
process (Hidayat 2011, p. 17). Both governments accepted the commis-
sion’s recommendations in 2008, which unexpectedly included an
acknowledgment of Indonesian responsibility for crimes, but there has
been little follow-up since (Strating 2014, p. 251).

The Muslim World

Much as Indonesia is a majority Muslim country but not an Islamic
state, Indonesia’s foreign policy takes up Muslim concerns but is not
driven by Islamic principles; nor does Indonesia place special impor-
tance on the countries of the Muslim world as international partners. In
response to domestic pressures, advocacy for conflict-affected Muslim
populations abroad has been a particular feature of Indonesian foreign
policy, albeit conducted under an explicitly nonreligious banner.
Indonesia has not been uniformly proactive in responding to inter-
national conflicts that involve Muslim populations but has been more
likely to become involved when these conflicts grab the attention of its
domestic public. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been a particular
focus of Indonesian diplomacy. Indonesia has consistently assisted the
cause for the establishment of an independent Palestinian state and
maintains a policy of not recognizing Israel. Among its recent steps in
support of Palestinian statehood, in 2012 Indonesia cosponsored the
Palestinian bid to become a full member of the United Nations and of
UNESCO, and in 2016 Indonesia opened an honorary consulate in
Ramallah. Indonesia also condemned the US decision under President
Trump to move its embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Within its own
region, violence against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar has gained the
greatest public attention, including from Indonesian jihadis who have
occasionally attempted retaliatory terror attacks. Indonesia has issued
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periodic statements of concern and submitted a “4+1 Formula” plan to
Myanmar in 2017 in response to large-scale ethnic cleansing in Rakhine
State. In practice, however, Indonesia has been able to exert little influ-
ence on events in Myanmar and has generally failed to extend sustained
protection to Rohingya who are fleeing Myanmar (Missbach 2016).

On Bosnia, and later Kosovo, by contrast, each of which have much
less public salience within Indonesia, the Indonesian government has
been more circumspect. Indonesia initially resisted approaches to pro-
vide peacekeepers during the Bosnian crisis in the early 1990s, relenting
only after Islamic organizations began to recruit Muslim volunteers to
travel to the conflict (Suryadinata 1995, pp. 300-302). On Kosovo, the
Indonesian government has rejected domestic calls to extend recogni-
tion following the Muslim majority territory’s 2008 declaration of inde-
pendence, wary of giving oxygen to Indonesia’s own secessionist move-
ments (Al-Anshori 2016). In each instance, the Indonesian government
has explained its involvement in nonreligious terms rather than as the
product of Islamic solidarity. It casts its support for a Palestinian state
as opposition to colonialism and has described its diplomacy for other
conflicts in humanitarian terms (Smith 2000, p. 523; Perwita 2007, p.
172; Suryadinata 1995; Al-Anshori 2016).

Because of the importance of domestic pressure, the influence of
Islam on Indonesia’s foreign policy has fluctuated in line with the influ-
ence of Islamic political groups within Indonesia. Suharto initially mar-
ginalized political Islam as a political threat to his regime, before ulti-
mately embracing Islam as an alternate power base to the military during
the 1990s. Since Suharto’s fall, champions of political Islam have faced
few formal restrictions in campaigning for greater incorporation of
Islamic principles in public life, but they have not established themselves
as a dominant force in domestic politics, as noted in Chapter 5.

Although the influence of Islam on foreign policy has increased
(Al-Anshori 2016), Islam primarily acts as a constraint on the range of
foreign policy positions available to the government, according to
prominent foreign policy observer and adviser Dewi Fortuna Anwar.
No Indonesian government has been able to extend diplomatic recog-
nition to Israel, for example, despite efforts by Abdurrahman Wahid in
particular to normalize ties (Smith 2000). The Yudhoyono government
was also forced in 2007 to reverse its initial support for a UN resolu-
tion imposing sanctions on Iran for its enrichment of uranium, follow-
ing criticism from domestic Muslim groups and the parliament. In this
case, the government could not support a measure seen as “unfairly
targeting a Muslim country,” even though it was consistent with its
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broader policy of denuclearization and nonproliferation (Anwar 2010b,
p. 48; Al-Anshori 2016).

The Muslim world has also been of periodic importance to Indone-
sia because of domestic security implications. Dating at least to the
1980s, jihadi terrorist networks operating within Indonesia have gained
training, weapons, funds, and ideological inspiration from their coun-
terparts in overseas theaters of conflict in Afghanistan, the Southern
Philippines, Syria, and Iraq. The Indonesian government has typically
had little ability to influence events in these conflict areas, but the his-
tory of their impact within Indonesia demonstrates the need for Indone-
sian authorities to monitor their citizens’ involvement and understand
new developments in jihadi ideology emanating from these conflict
zones (Solahudin 2013Db).

Several hundred members of Darul Islam trained in Afghanistan in
the 1980s, laying the groundwork for Jemaah Islamiyah’s bombing cam-
paign of the early 2000s, in itself inspired by a fatwa issued by Osama bin
Laden (Solahudin 2013a). The Southern Philippines also subsequently
provided jihadi groups in Indonesia with an arena to obtain training and
weaponry, some of which was used in the large-scale interreligious con-
flict areas in eastern Indonesia during the early postauthoritarian period.
Concerted law enforcement greatly reduced the risk posed by these net-
works, but the emergence of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria then rein-
vigorated Indonesian jihadis. Over 1,000 Indonesians are thought to have
traveled to Iraq and Syria to join various groups, and more than 500
Indonesians have since returned to Indonesia.

Despite fears that such returnees would perpetrate violence at home,
to date the greater risk has emanated from Indonesian ISIS sympathizers
who were unable to travel to Syria and Iraq and have instead chosen to
conduct attacks in Indonesia (Jones 2018). The success of pro-ISIS fight-
ers in occupying the Philippines city of Marawi for several months in
2017 also created new security risks for Indonesia (Institute for Policy
Analysis and Conflict 2017b). Beyond such influences, radical Muslims
in Indonesia have launched fierce anti-Western protests on a number of
occasions in reaction to global events, such as the 2005 publication of
cartoons in the Danish newspaper Jyllands Posten that were deemed
blasphemous. Additionally, in retaliation for the violence against and dis-
placement of thousands of Rohingya in Myanmar by Buddhist extrem-
ists, two bombs were set off at a Buddhist temple in Jakarta in August
2013, injuring three people.

The one exception to Indonesia’s avoidance of a religious image in
its international relations has been its explicit positioning as a “model
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Muslim democracy” during the post-Suharto era. Such a description fits
with Indonesia’s self-conception as a “bridge builder” between different
worlds—in this case the mostly authoritarian Islamic world and the dem-
ocratic West (Anwar 2010b, p. 45). It has also underpinned democracy
promotion efforts and soft-power projects in Egypt, Tunisia, Iraq,
Afghanistan, and other Muslim majority nations (Acharya 2014, p. 111).
As with Indonesia’s periodic attempts to mediate conflicts between
Islamic countries, such a positioning has been undercut by the view of
Middle Eastern countries that Indonesia holds only a peripheral place in
the Muslim world, not least because Indonesian versions of Islam and
the teachings of Indonesian Muslim scholars have never been exported
widely (Bruinessen 2012, p. 134). Indeed, Anwar (2010b, p. 53) sees the
construction and successful dissemination by Indonesian scholars of an
“alternative model of Islam and society” as a precondition for Indonesia
to effectively function either as a bridge builder or as a model for others.

The sheer scale of Indonesia’s Muslim population—more Muslims
live in Southeast Asia, primarily in Indonesia, than in the Middle East
(Anwar 2010b, p. 53)—has also facilitated explicitly religious ties
between Indonesia and donors in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Yemen, and
Qatar. Such support has seen thousands of mosques built throughout
the country, opening new paths for conservative Islamic ideas and for
the radical ideas of Wahhabi and Salafi thinkers (Bruinessen 2012, p.
134). Saudi Arabia is also the main exporter of religious education to
Indonesia, thereby promoting Salafism and Saudi Arabian versions of
Islam, which tend to be openly antipluralist, anti-Semitic, and antide-
mocratic (Kovacs 2014).

Other International Partners

European Union

The European Union (EU) and its member states are of secondary
importance to Indonesia as international partners. Their significance is
diminished by geographic distance, as well as the imprint that the for-
mer colonial powers—the Netherlands and, to a lesser extent, Great
Britain and Portugal—Ileft in Indonesia. David Camroux and Annisa
Srikandini (2013, p. 555) characterize the Indonesia-EU relationship as
one in which “expectations on both sides are low,” leading each side to
commit only modest capabilities to developing ties. Nevertheless, the
two sides have established a range of institutions to support bilateral
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relations. A European Community—ASEAN Cooperation Agreement was
concluded in 1980, a EU delegation to Indonesia was opened in 1988,
and an EU-Indonesia Partnership and Cooperation Agreement was
signed in 2009, for example.

Human rights issues have placed a recurrent strain on the EU-Indonesia
relationship, particularly with regard to Indonesia’s annexation of East
Timor in 1975. At first, the EU was acquiescent, but when Timor’s former
colonial power, Portugal, joined the European Community in 1986, it reg-
ularly spoke out in the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers
against the annexation and against human rights violations. Like the
United States, the EU imposed an arms embargo on Indonesia after the
Santa Cruz Massacre in 1991. Prior to the embargo, Germany had sold
large quantities of discarded military equipment from the inventory of the
former East German military to Indonesia. During the democratic era,
since the EU-Indonesia Human Rights Dialogue was launched in 2009—
which initiated projects to promote freedom of religion, support human
rights defenders, protect vulnerable minorities and women and children,
increase human rights accountability, and prevent torture—the EU-
Indonesia relationship has suffered severe setbacks. Not the least of these
came with the execution of fourteen people for drug crimes in 2015, most
of whom were foreigners. The EU and others have long pressed Indonesia
to remove the death penalty from its sentencing laws, and the executions
took place despite extensive international entreaties. A Dutch citizen was
among those executed, and a French citizen received an eleventh-hour
reprieve. The Netherlands temporarily recalled its ambassador in response.
Beyond human rights issues, the EU has imposed various restrictions on
Indonesian products for failing to meet EU regulations. In 2005, Indone-
sian fishery products were not admitted into EU markets because they
were suspected of containing hazardous chemical substances, and in
2007, all Indonesian airlines were banned from European airspace
because of their poor aviation safety standards (Luhulima, Panjaitan, and
Widiana 2009, pp. 96, 109). In 2018, announcements by the EU to intro-
duce a ban on Indonesian palm oil caused new tensions. In June 2019,
following the EU’s final decision to reduce and ban palm oil biofuel alto-
gether by 2030, major producers Indonesia and Malaysia announced they
would challenge the decision at the World Trade Organization (WTO)
(New Straits Times, “Malaysia and Indonesia to Jointly Fight EU’s Palm
Oil Ban at WTO,” July 16, 2019).

Despite disagreements over human rights, the EU played a major
role in the resolution of the seemingly intractable secessionist civil war
in Aceh, following successful peace talks in 2005 facilitated by the
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Finnish Crisis Management Initiative. The EU provided funding for
these talks between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh
Movement (GAM). Following the conclusion of a memorandum of
understanding, the EU and ASEAN also deployed the Aceh Monitoring
Mission (AMM) to oversee the implementation of the peace agreement.
The AMM monitored the decommissioning of GAM’s weapons, the
redeployment of 25,890 Indonesian soldiers and 5,791 police who had
been fighting GAM in Aceh, the reintegration of former GAM combat-
ants, and the drafting of new legislation for the governance of Aceh
(Schulze 2010, p. 12). The monitoring mission was deemed a great suc-
cess; those seeking to resolve other regional secessionist conflicts have
often sought to emulate the Aceh peacemaking process.

Development cooperation has constituted a major part of EU-
Indonesia relations, particularly since democratization in Indonesia.
From 1992 to 2007, the EU was a donor to Indonesia through the Con-
sultative Group for Indonesia (CGI), a forum set up by the Indonesian
government and the World Bank to alleviate Indonesia’s foreign debt.
Democratic-era EU assistance to Indonesia has been wide-ranging and
has included support for good governance, public administration, natu-
ral resource management, justice and security, counterterrorism, and cli-
mate change (European Union External Action 2001, pp. 3—4; Heiduk
2014, p. 708). From 2013, Indonesia was deemed by the EU to have
moved beyond needing development assistance. It currently enjoys
preferential treatment in trading with the EU, as one of the developing
countries whose imports have tax-free or tax-reduced entry into the EU.
Indonesia exports agricultural products and processed resources to the
EU—mainly palm oil, fuel, minerals, textiles, and furniture—whereas
the EU primarily exports high-tech machinery, transport equipment,
chemicals, and manufactured goods to Indonesia.

Australia

As with Indonesia’s volatile relationships with Singapore and Malaysia,
Indonesia-Australia relations have also been subject to a “tyranny of
proximity” (Mackie 2007; Purdey and Missbach 2015; Ward 2015;
Lindsey and McRae 2018). Despite being neighbors, the two countries
differ in almost every respect, including ethnic and religious composi-
tion, language, per capita income, and until 1998, political system.
Indonesia’s democratization has not lessened the episodic turbulence of
bilateral ties. During the post-Suharto era, Indonesia has withdrawn its
ambassador twice and Australia once, in disputes over sovereignty, espi-
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onage, and transnational crime. In fact, as a democratic Indonesia has
returned to an outward footing, a sense that Australia pays its northern
neighbor insufficient respect as a rising power has further complicated
bilateral ties. And yet, as with Indonesia’s relations with its other neigh-
bors, despite this turbulence, Australia-Indonesia relations have expanded
incrementally and in some respects warmed since 1998.

The most persistent source of tension in bilateral ties has been the
perception of Australian support for separatists within Indonesia.
Despite Australia’s tolerance of the Indonesian invasion of East Timor
in 1975 and its recognition of Indonesian sovereignty over the terri-
tory—Australia was one of few Western countries to do so—the ques-
tion of East Timor’s status ultimately ruptured bilateral ties temporarily.
Many Indonesian nationalists blame Australia for the loss of East
Timor, because Australian prime minister John Howard wrote to Habi-
bie in 1998 suggesting a period of autonomy followed by a referendum,
after which Australia also led the international peacekeeping force sent
to restore security. To such nationalists, Australia’s change of position
on East Timor reveals its support for Indonesian territorial integrity as
inherently suspect, even as Australian leaders ritually express such sup-
port in bilateral meetings. Australia’s decision to grant temporary pro-
tection visas in 2006 to a group of Papuan asylum seekers who had
arrived in Australia by boat only reinforced the perception of Australian
unreliability (Neumann and Taylor 2009). Indonesia withdrew its
ambassador in response to the granting of these visas, but bilateral rela-
tions were soon repaired by the conclusion of a new security treaty, the
Lombok Treaty, in November 2006. Ironically, this treaty replaced a
1995 security treaty that Indonesia had unilaterally abrogated in 1999 in
response to the East Timor episode.

Transnational crime in its various manifestations has been another
recurrent source of friction; people smuggling, the international drug
trade, and terrorism have all loomed large in the bilateral relationship.
Indonesia is typically the final point of transit for asylum seekers
attempting to reach Australia, assisted by people smugglers who arrange
their journey in whole or in part. The arrival of such asylum seekers is
highly politicized within Australia, and most Australian governments
have adopted hard-line policies to try to prevent asylum seekers from
departing Indonesia. The continued long-term presence of more than
10,000 asylum seekers in Indonesia is in itself a minor irritant to the
country’s authorities, but it has been Australian enforcement actions that
have been periodically incendiary. Asylum boat turn-backs have been
especially resented, and Australian maritime authorities have on at least
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six occasions violated Indonesia’s twelve-nautical-mile territorial waters
(Missbach 2018). Australia’s insistence that Indonesia take back asylum
seekers rescued by the MV Tampa freighter in 2001 and by the Aus-
tralian customs vessel Oceanic Viking in 2009 also aggrieved Indone-
sian officials (Missbach 2018, p. 130).

The international drug trade has typically affected bilateral relations
when Australians have received stern penalties for trafficking drugs in
Indonesia. The most notable cases have been the twenty-year sentence
handed down to Schapelle Corby in 2005 for importation of marijuana,
and the execution in 2015 of two members of the “Bali Nine” heroin
smuggling ring, Andrew Chan and Myuran Sukumaran. Indonesians
were angered when Australian prime minister Tony Abbott appeared to
link Australia’s $1 billion in aid to Indonesia following the 2004 Boxing
Day tsunami to his government’s entreaties for clemency for the two
men. Ultimately, Widodo remained aloof to Australia’s advocacy for
Chan and Sukumaran, precipitating the recall of Australia’s ambassador
upon their execution.

For its part, the primary impact of jihadi terrorism on bilateral ties
has been its influence on Australian perceptions of Indonesia. Successive
Australian governments have approached Islam in Indonesia primarily
through a prism of contrasts between moderate and radical Islam (Fealy
2018), whereas the death of eighty-eight Australians in the 2002 Bali
bombings have helped entrench Australian public perceptions of Indone-
sia as a dangerous destination. Ironically, at the same time, counterterror-
ism cooperation has also emerged as a central, mutually appreciated area
of bilateral security cooperation in the wake of the Bali bombings. Such
cooperation was impacted only minimally by a suspension order from
President Yudhoyono in 2013 in the wake of revelations of Australian
spying on the president’s family and inner circle, and it has been further
energized by the emergent threat of ISIS (McKenzie 2018).

A perception that the Australian government disrespects and belittles
Indonesia further complicates bilateral relations (McRae 2014b, p. 18).
Episodes such Prime Minister Abbott’s comments regarding the tsunami
fuel this perception, spurring an impression that Australia believes it can
buy policy outcomes in Indonesia. Emblematic of this perception, at
times of bilateral controversy it is common to hear Indonesians express
the view that Australia needs Indonesia more than the reverse.

Nevertheless, as with Indonesia’s bilateral relations with several
countries, to focus solely on sources of friction would be to overlook
important dynamics in bilateral ties with Australia. Both sides recog-
nize the importance of maintaining a functioning relationship, and the
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leaders of the day have typically intervened to mend fences when ties
have been seriously strained (McRae 2018). Apart from pragmatism,
such efforts draw upon reserves of goodwill within bilateral ties, for
which Australia’s long-running scholarship program to support tertiary
study for Indonesians is one source (Purdey and Missbach 2015). Since
the ten-year tenure of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in particular, bilat-
eral relations have broadened and, in some respects, have warmed,
underpinned by a range of new institutions (McRae 2018; Lindsey and
McRae 2018). During this period, as well as through concluding the
Lombok Treaty, Australia and Indonesia have established an annual
leaders’ meeting and an annual two-plus-two defense and foreign min-
ister’s meeting, entered the informal MIKTA (Mexico, Indonesia,
South Korea, Turkey, Australia) middle-power grouping, and con-
cluded an Indonesia-Australia Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (IA-CEPA) in 2019.

The Pacific Islands

The members of the eighteen-nation Pacific Islands Forum and the
smaller subregion, four-nation Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG)
have emerged as key diplomatic interlocutors for Indonesia, owing to
advocacy within these regional organizations by Papuan independence
activists. Pro-independence activists attained observer status in the
MSG in 2015 for the United Liberation Movement for West Papua
(ULMWP), an umbrella group representing Papuans living abroad
(Lawson 2016, p. 518). The leaders of Pacific Island nations have also
repeatedly raised the issue of the status of Papua in their speeches at
the United Nations (Chauvel 2018).

Indonesia has been direct in its opposition to Pacific Island nations
raising the issue of Papua. It opposed ULMWP membership of the
MSG, succeeding in limiting the organization to observer status and
simultaneously gaining observer status for itself (Lawson 2016, pp.
507-508). It has also lobbied to keep Papua off the agenda of the
Pacific Islands Forum, reportedly receiving support from Australia to
water down language on Papua in the forum’s 2015 communiqué
(Chauvel 2018, p. 274). In 2016, Indonesia directly refuted the speeches
of the Pacific nations’ leaders at the United Nations, presenting a junior
diplomat to rebuke these leaders for supporting separatism in Papua,
purportedly for their own domestic political aims (Chauvel 2018, p.
260). Arguably, Indonesia’s use of a young diplomat to rebuke Pacific
Island leaders reflects its power advantage over much smaller Pacific
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Island states, an imbalance Indonesia enjoys in few of its international
relations. Consistent with this imbalance, the Pacific has been one of
the first areas of Indonesian aid provision, with the government provid-
ing ad hoc development assistance to seek, albeit ineffectively, to head
off support for Papua (Chauvel 2018; Wangge 2016).

* ok %k

Indonesia has yet to play a role in international politics commensurate
with its vast territory, strategic position, and large population. Never-
theless, its free and active foreign policy and the expectation of a rapid
increase in its international capabilities and influence have seen several
larger powers devote increasing resources to deepening their ties with
the archipelagic nation.

Note

1. Between 1957 and 2009, Indonesia participated in twenty-four peacekeeping
operations (Acharya 2014, p. 112). In 2010, with 1,765 peacekeepers, Indonesia was
among the top twenty contributors of uniformed personnel—a sharp increase from
2005, when it ranked forty-seventh in terms of its military contribution (Laksmana
2011, p. 170). In 2013, Indonesia was part of six United Nations peacekeeping mis-
sions, ranking as the sixteenth-largest contributor (Acharya 2014, p. 112).
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ABRI Angkatan Bersenjata Republik Indonesia (Indonesian Armed Forces)

adat custom, tradition

agama religion

Aliansi Jurnalis Independen Alliance for Independent Journalists

ANFREL Asian Network for Free Elections

Angkatan Muda Youth Association

antargolongan intergroup relations

APEC Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation

APJIl Asosiasi Penyelenggara Jasa Internet Indonesia (Indonesia Internet
Service Provider Association)

ARF ASEAN Regional Forum

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

ASNLF Acheh-Sumatra National Liberation Front

asuransi kesehatan masyarakat miskin social insurance for poor households

azas kekeluargaan family principle

Baperki Badan Permusjawaratan Kewarganegaraan Indonesia (Indonesian
Citizenship Consultative Council)

Bersiap campaign against the Dutch return to Indonesia in 1945 and
1946; literally, “Be Ready”

BIN Badan Intelijen Negara (State Intelligence Agency)

Bintang Kejora Morning Star flag (Papuan independence)

BLT Bantuan Langsung Tunai (unconditional cash transfers)

BNN Badan Narkotika Nasional (National Narcotics Agency)

BOS Bantuan Operasional Sekolah (School Operational Assistance Grant)

BRA Badan Reintegrasi-Damai Aceh (Aceh Peaceful Reintegration Agency)

BSM bantuan siswa miskin (assistance programs for poor school pupils)
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BTl Barisan Tani Indonesia (Indonesian Peasants Front)

bupati district head, mayor

CAVR Comissio de Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliagdo de Timor Leste
(Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in East Timor)

CTF Commission for Truth and Friendship

cukong Chinese businessmen in relationships with elites in the military,
police

Cultuurstelsel Dutch-imposed Cultivation System

dakwah proselytization

Darul Islam Islamic Armed Forces of Indonesia

Dewan Nasional National Council

Dewan Papua Papuan Council

Dharma Pertiwi armed forces’ wives’ organization

Dharma Wanita civil servants’ wives’ organization

diyat compensation for the family of people killed (Acehnese)

DOM daerah operasi militer (designated militarized zones)

DPD Dewan Perwakilan Daerah (Regional Representative Assembly)

DPR Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat (People’s Representative Assembly)

dua anak cukup “two children are enough” (population-control slogan)

dwifungsi dual-function doctrine of the military

ELSAM Lembaga Studi dan Advokasi Masyarakat (Institute for Policy
Research and Advocacy)

ethici middle-class Dutch advocates of a more ethical colonial policy

FORERI Forum Rekonsiliasi Masyarakat Irian Jaya (Forum for
Reconciliation for the People from Irian Jaya)

FPI Front Pembela Islam (Islamic Defenders Front)

Fretilin Frente Revolucionaria de Timor-Leste Independente (Revolutionary
Front for an Independent East Timor)

GAM Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (Free Aceh Movement)

GBHN Garis-garis Besar Haluan Negara (State Policy Guidelines)

Gerakan Pemuda Ansor Nahdlatul Ulama youth wing

Gerindra Partai Gerakan Indonesia Raya (Great Indonesia Movement Party)

Gerwani Gerakan Wanita Indonesia (Indonesian Women’s Movement)

GOC United Nations’ Committee of Good Offices

Golkar Golongan Karya (Functional Groups)

golput golongan putih (white group)

gotong royong mutual/communal decisionmaking and cooperation

guru honorer teachers appointed and paid by individual schools

Hanura Partai Hati Nurani Rakyat (People’s Conscience Party)

Heiho Indonesian auxiliary troops formed by the Japanese occupying forces

Himpunan Waria Djakarta Waria Association for Jakarta



Glossary 225

HTI Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia

ICMI Tkatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia (Association of Indonesian
Muslim Intellectuals)

Indos Eurasian people descended from Indonesian ethnic groups and
Dutch settlers

IPKI Partai Tkatan Pendukung Kemerdekaan Indonesia (League of
Supporters of Indonesian Independence)

islah traditional Islamic practice for resolving a dispute (Arabic)

Jamkesda Jaminan Kesehatan Daerah (regional health insurance)

Jamsostek Jaminan Sosial Tenaga Kerja (workers’ social insurance)

janda widow or divorcée

Jawa Hokokai Javanese Service Association

JKN Jaminan Kesehatan Nasional (universal social health-insurance
scheme)

JPS Jaring Pengaman Sosial (Social Safety Net)

Kabinet Karya Working Cabinet

kabupaten districts

KAMI Kesatuan Aksi Mahasiswa Indonesia (Indonesian Student Action
Unit)

KAPPI Kesatuan Aksi Pelajar Pemuda Indonesia (Indonesian Youth and
Students’ Action Front)

kartu Indonesia pintar smart card

Kartu Jakarta Sehat Jakarta Health Card

Kawal Pemilu Guard the Election movement

kekaryaan principle underpinning the military dual function

kekerasan dalam rumah tangga domestic violence

KIP Komisi Informasi Pusat (Central Information Commission)

KKR Komisi Kebenaran dan Rekonsiliasi (Commission for Truth and
Reconciliation)

KNPB Komite Nasional Papua Barat (West Papua National Committee)

Komnas HAM Komisi Nasional Hak Asasi Manusia (National Commission
on Human Rights)

koneksitas civil-military courts

Konfrontasi confrontation with Malaysia

Konstituante Constitutional Assembly

KontraS Komisi untuk Orang Hilang dan Korban Tindak Kekerasan
(Commission for the Disappeared and Victims of Violence)

Kopassus Komando Pasukan Khusus (Army Special Forces Command)

Kostrad Komando Candangan Strategis Angkatan Darat (Army Strategic
Command)

kota city or municipality
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KPK Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi (Corruption Eradication Commission)

KPP-HAM Komisi Penyelidik Pelanggaran Hak Asasi Manusia di Timor
Timur (Commission for Human Rights Violations in East Timor)

LBH Lembaga Bantuan Hukum (Legal Aid Institute)

LDPD Lembaga Pengelola Dana Pendidikan (Endowment Fund for
Education)

Lekra Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat (Institute for the People’s Culture)

liwath sodomy (Arabic)

LSF Lembaga Sensor Film (Film Censorship Institute)

LSM lembaga swadaya masyarakat (civil society organizations)

madrasah Muslim religious school at primary and secondary levels

makar treason, or rebellion

Manipol USDEK Political Manifesto of the Republic

Masyumi Partai Majelis Syuro Muslimin Indonesia (Council of Indonesian
Muslim Associations)

MFA Movimento das Forcas Armadas (Portuguese Armed Forces
Movement)

MNCTV Media Nusantara Citra Televisi

MPR Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat (People’s Consultative Assembly)

MPRS Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat Sementara (Provisional People’s
Consultative Assembly

MSG Melanesian Spearhead Group

MUl Majelis Ulama Indonesia (Council of Indonesian Ulama)

NAM Non-Aligned Movement

NASAKOM Nasionalisme, Agama, Komunisme (Nationalism, Religion,
Communism)

Nasdem Partai Nasional Demokrat (National Democratic Party)

Nekolim neocolonialism and imperialism

NU Nahdlatul Ulama (Revival of the Muslim Scholars)

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

OPM Organisasi Papua Merdeka (Free Papua Movement)

OSVIA Opleiding School voor Inlandsche Ambtenaren (Training School
for Native Officials)

PAN Partai Amanat Nasional (National Mandate Party)

Pancasila (Pantja Sila) five principles for the Indonesian nation

Panitia Persiapan Kemerdekaan Indonesia Preparatory Committee for
Indonesian Independence

Parindra Partai Indonesia Raya (Great Indonesia Party)

Partindo Partai Indonesia (Indonesia Party)

pasung physical restraint, or shackling

PDI Partai Demokrasi Indonesia (Indonesian Democratic Party)
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PDI-P Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan (Indonesian Democratic
Struggle Party)

PDSM Pacific Decolonization Solidarity Movement

pemekaran blossoming (lit.) division of districts, municipalities, and
provinces into new administrative units

pemuda youth

Pemuda Rakyat People’s Youth, the PKI youth wing

PEPERA Penentuan Pendapat Rakyat (Act of Free Choice)

perda sharia regional government regulations informed by Islamic Law

Permesta Piagam Perjuangan Semesta (Universal Struggle Charter)

Perti Persatuan Tarbiyah Islamiyah (Tarbiyah Islamiyah Union)

pesantren Islamic boarding school

Peta Pembela Tanah Air (Defenders of the Fatherland)

peusijuek ritual to symbolize reconciliation (Acehnese)

Piagam Jakarta Jakarta Charter

PK Partai Keadilan (Justice Party)

PKB Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (National Awakening Party)

PKH Program Keluarga Harapan (conditional cash transfer program)

PKI Partai Komunis Indonesia (Indonesian Communist Party)

PKS Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (Prosperous Justice Party)

PNI Partai Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian National Party)

PPP Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (Development Unity Party)

pribumi indigenous people

priyayi lower aristocracy

PRRI Pemerintah Revolusioner Republik Indonesia (Revolutionary
Government of the Republic of Indonesia)

PSI Partai Sosialis Indonesia (Indonesian Socialist Party)

PSIl Partai Syarikat Islam Indonesia (Indonesian Islamic Union Party)

puskesmas pusat kesehatan masyarakat (community health centers)

Putera Pusat Tenaga Rakyat (Center of People’s Power)

Ran HAM Rancangan Hak Asasi Manusia (National Human Rights Plan
of Action)

ras race

RCTI Rajawali Citra Televisi Indonesia

SARA suku, agama, ras, antargolongan (ethnic, religious, racial, and
intergroup diversity of topics banned for religious discussion under the
New Order)

SCTV Surya Citra Televisi

SEAC Allied Southeast Asia Command

sinetron television soap operas

SMK  sekolah menengah kejuruan (vocational education)
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SOBSI Sentral Organisasi Buruh Seluruh Indonesia (Central Labor
Organization of the Republic of Indonesia)

STOVIA School tot Opleiding voor Indische Artsen (School for Training
Native Doctors)

suku cthnicity

Supersemar Surat Perintah Sebelas Maret (Order of the Eleventh March)

tarbiyah education (Arabic)

TKR Tentara Keamanan Rakyat (People’s Security Army)

TNI Tentara Nasional Indonesia (Indonesian National Army)

TPl Televisi Pendidikan Indonesia (Educational Television Indonesia)

TPN Tentara Pembebasan Nasional (National Liberation Army)

TPN-PB Tentara Pembebasan Nasional-Papua Barat (West Papuan
National Liberation Army)

Trikora Tri Komando Rakyat (Peoples’ Triple Command)

TVRI Televisi Republik Indonesia

ULMWP United Liberation Movement for West Papua

UNCI United Nations Commission on Indonesia

UNTAET United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor

VOC Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company)

waria transgender male-to-female

warnet warung internet (internet kiosk)

YLBHI Yayasan Lembaga Bantuan Hukum (Indonesian Legal Aid
Foundation)

YPKP Yayasan Penelitian Korban Pembunuhan 1965-1966 (Foundation
for Research into Victims of the 1965-1966 Killings)

zakat religious tax (Arabic)

zina sexual relations outside of marriage (Arabic)
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