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Indonesia’s political and cultural transformation

Thomas Reuter

Since the fall of the authoritarian regime of President Suharto in 1998, in what
is known as reformasi, or ‘the reform period’, Indonesia’s political system
has experienced tremendous democratic change. From a formal perspective,
the political system has been transformed almost beyond recognition. In this
volume, a group of international experts on Indonesian politics and culture
retrace some of the main steps on this journey to democracy, highlighting the
dramatic improvements achieved to date by the four administrations since
Suharto’s regime, but also drawing attention to confinuities and a number
of serious obstacles that remain in place and may yet derail or undermine
democracy, equality and political freedom in Indonesia. Indonesians had lived
under a condition of such deeply entrenched political oppression, where all
authority rested with the President, his military support base and the monolithic
state-patty apparatus of Suharto’s Golkar party and where open opposition
was violently suppressed, that the events of 1998 came as a surprise even to
seasoned Indonesia watchers. The speed with which the so-called New Order
regime lost its stranglehold on the will of a population made compliant for
an entire generation was astonishing, even against an historical backdrop of
declining living standards in the wake of the Asian economic crisis of 1997
which was often credited as having iriggered its demise. It was indeed easy
to find reasons to be sceptical of the capacity of politically inexperienced
reformers in the pro-democracy alliance to rebuild an authoritarian state in the
image of democracy. But widespread fears that the reform mevement would
fall victim to political fragmentation, viclent civil unrest and renewed military
intervention were unfounded. While the reform movement did encounter a range
of serious challenges, some predicted and others, such as the transformation
of world political discourses afier 11 September 2001, unforeseeable, it also
gained unexpected support from within the establishment, most notably from
Suharto’s former Vice-President Habibie during his brief interregnum, and thus
managed to press ahead with its agenda for democracy. The national, provincial
and district legislative elections in 1999 and 2004 were generally fair, free and
peacefitl, as were the first presidential elections in 2004 and the parliamentary
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2 THE RETURN TQ CONSTITUTIONAL DEMOCRACY IN INDONESIA

and presidential elections of 2009. With new decentralisation laws enacted
in 1999, public service delivery and budget planning have been devolved to
450 municipalities and districts. The country held its first direct elections for
provincial governors and district chief executives in 2005. Indonesians also
have gained unprecedented freedom of expression, association and other civil
liberties, as well as greater local political self-determination in the wake of
comprehensive legislative and executive reforms, new human rights protection
laws and the creation of a Constitutional Court. In election procedural and formal
institutional terms, Indonesia hag thus become a well-established democracy
and it is now, indeed, the third largest democracy in the world, How well this
democracy is functioning on the ground is quite another matter.

As Andrew Ellis (2005:1), head of Electoral Process in IDEA, pointed out,

day to day governance, economic development, fighting corruption and buiilding
the nile of law is much less glamorous than building a new institutional framework
after years of authoritarian government, but it remains the test of whether
Indonesia will make democracy work.

Putting democracy inte practice does not depend solely on the level of
commitment to good govemnance and other agpects of democracy-building
among politicians within the present and future administrations. Indeed, Ikrar
Bhakti (2004:202-3), reflecting on this matter, concludes that such values were
lacking among politicians:

Many of the political elites state that they are committed to supporting democracy

and reform, but in reality they practice the kinds of politics that demonstrate

their lack of political ethics—ethics that are essential for the development of
democracy.

Indonesia’s political fiture may thus depend on the rise of a democratic
culture at a more popular level, so that the public, civil society organisations
and opposition parties will work together to hold any incumbent government
accountable for poor governance and to press for further reform of institutions
where change has been slow or partial, or where corruption remains endemic.

The failure to prosecute Subarto and his cronies, and, more recently, the
acquittal of Muchdi Purwopranjono, former commander of Indonesia’s special
forces (Kopassus) and deputy head of the state intelligence agency, who
allegedly ordered the murder by poisoning of human rights campaigner Munir
Said Thalib on a Garuda Indonesia flight in September 2004, suggests that
the judiciary has been and continues to be one institution where such cultural
pressure for democratic reform needs to be applied. In the Munir murder case,
amidst continuous media attention and public protests by human rights groups,
the prosecution bas appealed the decision with the Supreme Court. This case may
be indicative of rising democratic pressures on all kinds of public institutions,
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rather than an exception. According to a recent report, cultural commitment to

democracy in general appears to be quite strong and resilient in Indonesia now,

at least within civil society:
With the exception of fringe religions groups, all significant political actors
and social groups appear to agree on the importance of democracy. Although
there is some nostalgia for the levels of economic growth and stability achieved
during Suharto’s anthoritarian New Order, no significant group argues for a
government dominated by the military or the benefits of authoritarian rule.
Moreover, Indonesians understand democracy to involve such basic ideas as
open competition, protection of civil liberties, the rule of law, and respect for
pluralism and minority rights. As part of this consensus on democracy, Indonesian
actors agree on the importance of genuinely democratic elections and accept
the premise that elections are the only legitimate way to change governments
(Bjornlund, Liddle & Blair King 2005:4).

Indonesian’s popular enthusiasm for democracy and general lack of nostalgia
for authoritarian rule, rather ironically, is not shared by all international
commentators, and the enemies of democracy may be found among those who
most loudly claim to promote it. In 2005, for example, the New York Times
published an opinion piece by Scott Atran, who wrote that ‘the entrenchment of
democracy has weakened Indonesia’s willingness to fight terrorism... Such lack
of resolve auguss ill for American efforts to promote democracy as an antidote
to terrorism elsewhere in the Muslim world’ (Atran 2005). Lex Rieffel (2008},
via the Brookings Institution, even claims that ‘in some countries, electoral
democracy can be a recipe for political chaos’, describing Suharto as a good
friend of the United States who rescued Indonesia from the chaos of its first,
post-independence democratic period in 1965. As for the new democracy under
the current President, he notes that ‘SBY [Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono] knows
what needs to be done but cannot do it because he does not have the power
to rule that Suharto had. In effect, right now, it can be said that Indonesia is
suffering from an excess of democracy.’

Other commentators do acknowledge and welcome the advances Indonesia
has made toward establishing democratic institutions, but they lament that, in
practice, it is not the kind of democracy that serves the interests of ordinary
citizens. Hadiz (2008), for example, argues:

the problems that characterise Indonesian politics and society today—such as

money politics, corruption, and thuggery—do not suggest any transitional stage

to an idealised, liberal form of democtacy. They indicate instead the essential

dynamics of a way of exercising power that by now has become more or less
established, and is likely to remain entrenched into the foreseeable firture.

Although this pessimistic assessment of Indonesia’s capacity to establish
and maintain democracy may well be justifiable, these are hardly unfamiliar
problems and we must exercise caution by interpreting observations about
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‘Indonesian problems’ within a context of international comparison, Indonesia’s
problems are quite reminiscent, for example, of John Pilger’s description of the
underbelly of democracy and international diplomacy in nations like Australia
and the United States. ‘

Wherever we may choose to position ourselves in relation to these divergent
opinions and perspectives, it is obviously unfair to compate the formal propertics
of Western democracies with the lived reality of non-Western democracies. And
while a comparison between the formal institutional frameworks of different
political systems may already be rather complex and difficult, it is even more
difficult to obtain and interpret the information required for an objective
comparison of the informal workings of democracy in differcnt nations. On
a formal level Indonesia has made enormous advances and would compare
favourably on some counts to Australia, for example, by virtue of its human
rights laws, because Australia does not have a bill of rights. But what about
democratic practice? Hadiz, for example, in the article cited above, rightly
criticises the continuing and sometimes violent oppression of trade-union
activism in Indonesia. Even if we agree on the evidence, it can be difficult
to draw a fair comparison. How, for example, do we interpret the deafening
silence in the decline of organised labour protests following the dismantling
of unions in Australia under former Prime Minister John Howard’s neoliberal
labour relations reform program? In order to put ideological commitments
aside, one would have to ask what the real consequences of these policies were
in terms of workers’ wages and conditions. Vigilance and critical objectivity,
it seems, are democracy’s best friends in all parts of the world, and their work
is never done.

Because of the dangers of looking at Indonesia’s fiedgling democracy through
the distorting lenses of vested political interests and ideological positions, or from
the diplomatic perspective of a particular geopolitical positioning, it is crucially
important to provide accurate accounts of the realities of political change in
Indonesia that are based on independent primary research. Such research, in
my opinion, should be based on a balanced attitude of critical objectivity and
empathy for the all-too-familiar human struggle for freedom from political
domination as it unfolds among our neighbours.In my opinion, there are three
important and closely interrelated tasks that lie ahead for those who wish to
see democracy flourish in indonesia. Political sector reform is the first, if not
the foremost, of these tasks. Good governance, especially at the level of local
government —now charged with providing many important services to the
public—will indeed be essential for improving the credibility of the government
and the proper functioning of daily life in Indonesia’s local communities and in
the business community. Resistance to practical democracy from local political
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elites is a major obstacle to achieving good governance; but there is also elite
resistance at the national level. Perhaps the most significant challenge for
democracy in the national political arena is the lack of transparency and public
participation in the secretive inner life of the major political parties. The depth of
the chasm between party elites and the public is reflected in survey results which
show that political parties fail to reflect the aspirations of the absolute majority
(65%) of citizens (see LSI 2007). The character of the parties is changing in a
democratic climate, however, as they begin to depend more on media exposure
than personal or identity networks (aliran) for gaining support (LSE 2008). This
may provide opportunities for increased transparency, but could also encourage
media manipulation by wealthy and influential candidates.

The second important task for Indonesian democrats is to strengthen the
supremacy of the law, especially over politicians, public servants and business
elites who would abuse their power, but also over cultural elites, including those
who would impose their religions beliefs on others. The fajlure of the justice
system to effectively curb corruption and abuses of public office has been

+ particularly damaging to the credibility of all four post-Suharto administrations,

though there have been moderate improvements under President Yudhoyono.
The impunity with which civil society, religious organisations, such as the Front
of Istamic Defenders, can violate the legal rights and the religious freedoms
of other citizens is no different, The actions of the Front of Islamic Defenders,
and also of combatants in Indonesia’s numerous local conflicts, reflect the same
disregard for a toothless and corrupt legal system and an associated culture
wherein violence and criminal behaviour are considered normal.

Finally, the third task in the pursuit of democracy is a process of huma.n
capacity building and equitable economic development, driven by pubh.c
education and health services. An independent public education system is
essential if the next generation of Indonesians is to acquire the skills needed
for effective demaocratic citizenship and for increased economic productivity.

Human capacity building is the engine of equitable and sustainable economic

development and will encourage the growth of the Indonesian middle class,
thus providing hope and prosperity for many poorer Indenesians, for whom the
measure of a government’s success is still the price of kerosene, rice and cocking
oil relative to their carning capacity, rather than the degree of their political
freedom. Strong democracy thus requires and simultaneously encourages
increased material prosperity and increased knowledge among citizens, as is
reflected in the fact that the history of democracy in general is closely linked
with the rise of the middle class and mass education. This interplay between
democratic freedom, prosperity and knowledge is also central to the thought of
leading contemporary economic theorist Amartya Sen, who sees economic and
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infrastructure development in terms of human entitlements and capabilities, and
hence as a product of freedom and education (Sen 1999).

QOutline

In this volume a group of internationally recognised Indonesia experts explore
the terms of the five presidents of the reformasi period in historical sequence,
the specific challenges they faced, their accomplishments, and their links to the
legacy of the pre-Reformasi presidents Sukarno and Suharto. The final chapters
look at two major themes within the Indonesian political scene during the entire
reformasi period—the rising influence of political Islam and the ongoing struggle
to establish a functioning system of political parties against a background of
ethno-religious afiran politics.

In his chapter on the tumultuous early phase of democratisation, Irman Lanti
explores some of the achievements of the Habibie administration in realising
the aspirations of the Reformasi movement which had toppled Suharto after 32
years of authoritarian rule. Habibie’s momentous decisions reflect an enthusiasm
for political change that would seem surprising in view of the fact that Habibie
had been Vice-President under Suharto and had come to power by default when
the latter stepped down, rather than by riding the tide of the popular democracy
movement. Dr Lanti sees Habibie’s actions not as those of an opportunist,
dedicated solely to his own political survival, but those of a modernist Muslim
and representative of an outer islands (seberang) political culture that inherently

favours a democratic political system.

Greg Barton, in his paper on the Wahid administration, argues that
Abdurrachman Wahid or ‘Gus Dur’—not uniike Habibie before him—was
an unconventional choice for a political leader. Wahid was not a professional
politician with a calculating and self-preserving attitude. Wahid took bold
risks in his decision-making, rather than working to secure his own future as
a career politician might have. Professor Barton suggests this may have been
advantageous for Indonesia’s still fragile democracy. Habibie and Wahid’s risk-
taking, idiosyncratic styles of leadership created a radical break with remnants
of the power structure of the New Order and did not establish a new structure
in its place. A new political monopoly or dynasticism was effectively prevented
from establishing itself in the earliest and potentially most vulnerable days of
Indonesian democratic reform.

Angus Mclntyre reflects on the administration headed by Megawati
Sukarnoputri, daughter of Indonesia’s founding president Sukarno and leader
of the most significant opposition party during the Suharto era. Dr Mclntyre
shows that, despite her timidity in public and apparent reliance on the charismatic
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memory of her father, Megawati knowingly departed from her father’s legacy,
most notably by supporting a separation of powers and a market economy. In
opposition to her father’s hostility to regional autonomy, she argued that such
autonomy could be reconciled with Article 1 of the 1945 Constitution, thus
providing Indonesia’s emerging presidential democracy, and the amended 1945
Constitution that underpinned it, with a nationalist pedigree reaching back to the
nation’s founding father. Relating to the grievances of the Papuans, however,
Megawati proved unwilling to compromise her father’s conception of the
Indonesian nation state, repudiating special autonomy and using a combination
of force and divide-and-rule tactics in order to curb disaffection.

Ariel Heryanto then discusses the current government of Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono, a nationalist, former general of the armed forces and head of the
Indonesian Democratic Party. In contrast to the generally pessimistic view among
Indonesians and their observers alike, Dr Heryanto proposes Indonesia is now
more liberated and democratic than has been generally acknowledged, but that
an uncritical valorisation of ‘liberal democracy’ in academic and non-academic
analyses can lead to the unwarranted conclusion that where there is democracy
all is well. ‘Democracy’ has become the latest catchphrase in a discourse that
has been keen to define what is lacking in Indonesia and reluctant to recognise
that many of Indonesia’s political problems are similar to those in the Western
countries of the partipants of the discourse. In studying today’s post-reformasi
Indonesia, although it must be acknowleged that such problems do persist, it
has become more difficult to maintain this conceptual distance.

Looking at events since 1998 with a longer historical perspective, Robert
Cribb examines the controversial legacy of Suharto and of the nationalist
ideology Pancasila which was largely discredited by the way it was employed
by his New Order regime. Strong economic growth and relative prosperity may
be remembered favourably by many Indonesians and foreign commentators
alike, but Suharto’s regime will be remembered more for its political brutality,
corruption, the accumulation of crippling levels of national debt, and the stifling
of free speech and discussion in Indonesia through censorship and intimidation.
Given that his manipulation of the parliamentary and election systems and of
the Pancasila concept was essentially hypocritical (being simultaneously a
formal tribute to and an actual abuse of the values of democracy and national
identity), Suharto’s ideological legacy lacks any real substance. Cribb argues
this is reflected in the events that surrounded Suharto’s death in 2008. The
absence of riots, disturbances and dogmatic reassertions of the values of the
New Order suggests that his memory is quickly fading from the everyday reality
of Indonesian public life.
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In my own contribution, I discuss the role of political Islam, especially
of Islamic radicalism, in Indonesia. I analyse Indonesian responses to the
Ammerican “War on Terror® and to a succession of terrorist attacks by Islamic
extremists, from the 11 September 2001 World Trade Center attacks to the 12
October 2002 Bali bombing, and beyond, in order to dstermine the extent to
which terrorist and anti-terrorist actions influenced popular ideas about the
merit of political Islam as an alternative model to democracy during the early
reformasi period, and into the future. Similar to Rizal Sukma (2008}, I argue that
mainstream Muslims have been strongly supportive of democracy and would
predict that domestic terrorism, if it continues and if the government responds
firmly without overreacting, will soon defeat itself by alienating the Indonesian
public. At the same time, however, if the “War on Terror” were to continue ina
spirit of American unilateralism and neo-imperialism, then, for the foreseeable
future, terrorists and sympathisers will be produced in Indonesia and elsewhere
faster than they can be found and arrested. The latter scenario would appear
less likely now, in view of the different foreign policy of the United States
administration under President Barack Obama, who also happens to enjoy
considerable personal sympathy in Indonesia. More broadly, the paper suggests
that we need to examine more closely what it is that troubles Western observers
about the rise of political Islam and whether that has anything to do with Islam’s
compatibility with democracy, for, as Jamie Mackie (2007:xii) has pointed out,
“if a democratically elected national government or regional authority enacts
provisions of Islamic law that we dislike or deplore, we must remember that is
something we [as democrats] just have to accept’.

Dirk Tomsa, in the final chapter, argues that political parties, even though
they have, so far, contributed little to Indonesia’s democratisation process, are
nonetheless indispensable for the country’s political future. While he agrees
with many of the criticisms of Indonesian party politics, Tomsa concedes
that the major patties deserve some credit for their contribution to Indonesian
democratisation. The larger parties have not triggered so much popular
discontent that a radical party could be established and they have collaborated
and co-operated in parliament to produce democratic laws that make it difficuit
for potentially dangerous parties to be formed. Tomsa makes a number of
recommendations on how Indonesian parties could improve their performance,
both for their own sake and in the service of democracy.

Oversll, this volume is designed to provide the reader with a balanced and
multidimensional image of where Indonesia finds itself today in its struggle
for a just and democratic society—a struggle which we all have reason to
sympathise with.

chapter two
Explaining Habibie’s interregnum

Irman G Lanti

In the final years of the 20th century Indonesia underwent another period of
change in its political system. Similar to the changes of political structure in
1945 and 1965, this period was marked by bloody conflicts, confuision and
uncertainty. Many observers were baffled by the speed and extent of change
that swept the country. Suharto’s power appeared to be so deeply entrenched
in the Indonesian polity that only ‘an act of God’ (mortality) could remove him
from power. Yet Suharto stepped down from power, and the political structure
he had built over three decades crumbled.

From the perspective of Javanese political culture, Suharto’s downfall was
due to pamrih.! This pamrik took the form of corruption and cronyism that had
become endemic, especially in the final years of his rule with the increasingly
predatory business practices of his relatives. The practice of pamrih by rulers
usually results in the loss of wahyu;? this was the case with both Suharto and
Sukarno (Magnis-Suseno 1999).

This chapter will discuss, from a pelitical culture perspective, Reformasi
and the Habibie interregnum that defined the political set-up in Indonesia after
the fall of Suharto. It attempts to explain why Habibie, regarded by many as
Suharto’s protégé, adopted a sharply different policy direction to that of his
predecessor. While conventional wisdom had it that Habibie did what he did in
order to survive the political iransition process and keep himself in power, this
chapter argues that Habibie’s actions were informed by the politico-cultural
environment that he hailed from, being a person from an outer-island tradition
in Indonesia.

Habibie’s politico-cultural background

In the Indonesian setting, important political segments are known as aliran. The
definition of aliran is usually divided into two: the first definition is used more
often in anthropelogical and cultural studies of Indonesia, since the concept
was first coined in an anthropological study by Clifford Geertz in the 1950s.

9
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he bearable lightness of democracy

Jow that Indonesia is entering the second decade of the post-New Order era,
der the Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono government (2004-09), Indonesians
and analysts of Indonesia should have a better sense of what democracy might
nean and entail than they had in 1998. Analysts may differ on the question
f whether or not contemporary Indonesia is a democracy and on what basis
s term can be defined. Rather than performing another round of conceptual
bates on what cqﬁstitutes a democracy in the abstract, this chapter proceeds
ith the a priori assumption that Indonesia is a democracy' in order to offer
vo paradoxical observations, First, in contrast to the generally pessimistic view
mong Indonesians and their observers alike, I wish to propose that Indonesia is
more liberated and democratic than has been generally acknowledged.? Second,
in what may seem contradictory to the first point, I wish to argue that Indonesia’s
beralisation and democratisation does not necessarily mean that all is or will
be good. This argument will be presented in a section below in response to the
widespread and uncritical valorisation of democracy in academic and non-
?cademic analyses of contemporary Indonesia.

Because T have been an academic and have grown up under the heavy weight
of the New Order authoritarian government, I see Indonesia as having achieved
- more than is generally recognised by Indonesians and foreigners alike. Who
should be credited with this achicvement is a different question and one that can
only be partially answered in this chapter. Admittedly, today’s Indonesia is not
quite what many were expecting during the final years of the New Order period.
Indeed, some of the serious problems from the New Order era have persisted.
In some areas, such as money politics, corruption and the poor functioning of
the justice system, these problems appear to have become even worse. But it
is a serious mistake to consider the two periods (before and after 1998) as two
disconnected histories and to judge which is better. Many of the problems in
Indonesia today are the direct and indirect consequences of what happened
before the last decade.

51
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The New Order and the governments since its decline have operated under

significantly different circumstances. While each of these governments started

in unfavourable moments (the aftermath of political and economic crises),
the New Order enjoyed a great amount of material, military and diplomatic
support from the world’s major advocates of liberal democracy as part of their

. strategic moves against the Communist/Socialist bloc during the Cold War.

The New Order government brutally eliminated nearly all of the key figures
and institutions of its predecessor and ficrcely suppressed much of the nation in
order to clear the ground and launch its own militaristic development projects
during the Cold War.

In contrast, successive post-New Order governments have tried to rebuild
Indonesia in a democratic fashion and have done so with much Iess assistance

“from the international community. The democratic rebuilding of Indonesia

has proved to be more daunting than it first appeared. This is largely a result
of the interference from many elements of the New Order elite that survived
the 1998 reform movement and have since managed to hijack the outcomes of
the reform. Because of the damage done by New Order elites before and after
1998, Indonesians in post-New Order period have had to pay a great price to
rebuild the nation. A comparison of the period of the New Order and what has
followed must take these historical factors into consideration. Unfor{unately,
this has proved to be a difficult task for more than a few observers. In fact, many
seem to have ignored this problem. Nothing has illustrated this problem more
vividly than the mass media coverage of Suharto’s critical illness and his death
on 27 January 2008. The forgetting of the New Order’s state terrorism (Heryanto
2006) and the continued manufacturing of a glorified history of the New Order
period are sources of the sense of distress, disillusionment and apathy that can

be seen currently among many Indonesians. This malaise is also felt amongst .

those formerly active in sapporting the 1998 reform movement. Another source
of this sense of distress, disillusionment and apathy has to do with the myth of
democracy as produced and reproduced by analysts of Indonesia. The rest of
the chapter will focus on these distinct but interrelated problems.

Demoralisation in democracy and the freedom to express it

Failure to understand the important historical connectedness between Indonesia
before and aficr 1998 has led mote than a few to nostalgia for the orderliness
of the New Order under Suharto. One recent opinion column in The Jakarta
Post is entitled “Why Indonssian people are losing inferest in democracy?’
(Harijanto 2008). A pessimistic view was more pronounced in the early 2000s.
Tn their longing for.a strong ruler, some people chose to remember the past
selectively. That is, they emphasised the supposed politicalAstability of the era
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and the economic growth, ignoring how these were achieved and their costs.
They lamented the apparent rise of crime and violence, the stalled economy,
all of which they blamed on the rise of Indonesian liberalisation, reform or
democratisation.? '

When Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono—a New Order general—won the
presidential elections in 2004, many believed it was a popular cxpression of
disappointment with the disorder since the fall of Suharto and desperation for a
return to firm leader with a military background. Working next to the President
is an assertive Vice-President, Jusuf Kalla, a New Order tycoon and a top leader
of the New Order political machinery, Golkar. The former general has not been
a firm and strong leader at 21l. In fact, he has been considered disappointingly
indecisive and slow on too many important issues. These include the impasse
with the investigation into the murder of Munir, the aborted establishment of the
Commission for Truth and Reconciliation, and the mishandling of the Sidoarjo
mudfiow. Kalla, on:the other hand, has been noted to be remarkably assertive,
but often for the wrong reasons. This has raised more worries than assurance
among Indonesian reformists and pro-democracy supporters,

- The current government can claim litile credit for whatever progress has
been made in developing Indonesia. There are many problems for which this
government must take partial or full responsibility. However, notwithstanding
these shorfcomings, it is highly contentious to suggest that Indonesia’s past,
under the New Order, was a better time than what has unfolded since the
downfall of the New Order. It is troe that Indonesia today is indeed full of
problems, but; to say the least, so was Indonesia under the New Order. There is
one significant difference though; during the New Order there was no freedom
at all to acknowledge and openly discuss the preblems that existed.

Today, politics in Indonesia has become noisy, tiring, time-consuming and
hopelessly boring. But, so is politics in most other liberal democracies. If politics
in some of the world’s oldest democracies has lately become occasionally more
interesting, this may have something to do with the fact that these countries
have become less democratic and more authoritarian, especially after the 11
September 2001 attack in the US,

Notwithstanding the general economic and political performance of the state
and private sections that fall short of the naive and ambitious expectations of the
pre-1998 reform movement, Indonesians have enjoyed freedom of expression
at a level comparable with most liberal democracies, and perhaps even higher
than is found in some of them. The following account illustrates this point. I
will juxtapose my account with new and old problems in this area, which should
serve as useful counters to my largely positive narrative.
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One of the most positive trends since the fall of the New Order has been
the strengthening of freedom of expression. While many aspects of this new
freedom have been noted by observers, its scale and significance may not be
fully recognised and appreciated. We have seen the spectacular growth of the
media industry in Indonesia. During the economic crisis a decade ago, when
unemployment soared, the mass media was the only industry that recruited more
employces. Some companies even doubled their revenue during this period (Hill
2007:10). With the removal of repressive state agencies and policies in 1999,
the mass media has become an even more robust institution.*

In 1999 President Abdurrahman Wahid closed down the Department of
Information—the main propaganda and censorship instrument of the New Order.
In the following year, the number of licensed print media publications jumped
from 289 to around 1,600, Fewer than half of these publications would survive,
however, for reasons that were mainly financial and managerial. The number
of private-run television networks has now more than doubled since the end
of the New Order era. More than 50 local television stations have spread out
across the archipelago, some in ethnic languages; nationwide networks include
programs in English and Mandarin.

Another development that demonstrates the remarkable progress of media
liberalisation is the new legislation that guarantees the constitutional freedom of
media expression. Press Law No. 40/1999 and Broadcasting Law No. 32/2002
are the result of hard-won legal achievements of broader pro-democracy groups
and experts and professionals in the mass media. Under the new Press Law, the
newly-established Press Council is responsible for safeguardmg press freedom
from external intervention, for drafting and supervising the implementation of
a journalistic code of ethics, and for séeking resolutions to public complamts
on news reports. Members of the Council consist of independent individuals
from relevant backgrounds—journalism, management, and academia, Pursuant
to the Broadcasting Laws, the government established the Indonesian Broadcast
Commission as an independent, state regulatory body on 26 December 2003.
The Broadcasting Commission has more power than the Councﬂ and for some
media practitioners, its power is excessive and unconstitutional.®

The Broadcasting Law No. 32/2002 has suffered legal challenges from
associations of media companies, some of which have gone as far as the
Constitutional Court. Even after the Court handed down a verdict that satisfied
all contending parties in July 2004, new disputes among the Commission,

media companies and the government arose over the more procedural issues of

a technical enforcement. As a social institution, the media still face a long battle.

Regardless of the final outcome of this legal battle, it is fair to say that Indonesia
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has made giant steps towards liberalising the media. The battle itselfis testimony

. to the scope and quality of Indonesia’s newly-acquired liberal democracy.

It must be admitted, liberalisation has not been even, nor has it meant the

- same thing to all people. Reform in the print media has been more difficult,

“While the liberated television has been heavily criticised and censured, mainly
for its sensationalism (through showing ‘pomographic’, ‘uneducational’, and
‘violent’ images), the print media have been a frequent target of legal threats
and libel cases. Unlike the Broadcasting Law, the new Press Law governing
ﬂ_le Print media has enjoyed barely any recognition or effective power. Despite
stgmﬁcax_rc increased remuneration for journalists and greater freedom for their
professional associations, journalists have not been much better protected at
their places of work than than they were during the Suharto era. Management
as well as individual journalists continue to be subject to assault, intimidation
and violence from state and non-state agents.

.01:1‘20 February 2008, the Depok State Court found Bersihar Lubis, a
senior Joumalistl;with the daily Koran Tempo, guilty for using an ‘offensive’
word—dungu (stupid)—in an opinion column dated 17 March 2007.6 The word
was used to describe the Atiorney-General’s decision to ban the government-

" sponsored history textbook for secondary schools, because it did not conform

to the New Order’s official history of its rise to power in which the Indonesian
Communist Party is blamed for the so-called ‘abortive coup attempt’ in 1965,
Such prosecutions occurred frequently during the New Order, victimising
hundreds of citizens. Seen as a legally-flawed trial, the 2007 case provoked
angry protests from many media outlets, journalist associations, the National
Commission of Human, Rights and individuals. Although these protests did not
suc.:ceed in _getting the case dropped or the defendant’s acquittal, they seemed
to have a significant impact upon the presiding judges in their decision making
'fmd sentence mitigation, The court sentenced the defendant to one month’s
imprisonment, but he didn’t actually have to spend any time in jail; instead he
was given a three-month probation period of good conduct.

A more alarming incident is the Supreme Court decision on 13 September
2007 in favour of Suharto in his legal battle against the magazine Time over
its coverage (24 May 1999} of his allegedly ill-gotten wealth. Suharto had
previously lost the case twice when it was investigated by the Central Jakarta
District Court and then by the High Court upon the plaintiff’s appeal. Overturning
these decisions, the judges of the Supreme Court, chaired by a retired army
general, demanded that the magazine and its seven journalists print an apology
and pay Rp1,000,000,000 (US$106 million) to the plaintiff. 7ime has decided
to continue the legal battle against the Indonesian ruling.
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Before the above ruling, Indonesia witnessed another dispute between Tomy
Winata and Indonesia’s most prestigious news magazine, the Jakarta-based
Tempo, and its sister daily Koran Tempo. In late January 2004, the South Jakarta
court declared the daily Koran Tempo guilty of ruoning a libellous report-and
discrediting a New Order tycoon, Tomy Winata, who was suspected of having
interests in a wide range of industries, including illegal gambling. The court
ruled that the accused had to pay compensation, the unprecedented amount of
US$1 million, and to make a public apology in eight newspapers, six magazines
and 12 television stations, including the international broadcasters, CNN and
CNRBC, for three consecutive days. It also ruled that failure to comply would
entail a further Rp10 million (US$1,190) per day fine. This shocking verdict
came within weeks after the same daily was found guilty in a separate libel
case filed by another New Order tycoon, a textiles manufacturer, Matimutu
Sinivasan. In this verdict, the judges demanded that the daily print an immediate
full-page apology, the contents of which would be decided by the plaintiff, in
20 newspapers, 12 magazines, and nine television networks, or again, face a
fine of Rp10 million (US$1,190) per day.

But it has not stopped there. The daily Koran Tempo belongs to the media-
holding company, the Tempo Group, whose principal publication, Tempo, was
sued by Tomy Winata and Marimutu Sinivasan in other libel cases. The total
compensation that Mr Winata was seeking in six separate libel cases from the
holding company amounted to Rp342 billion (US$40.7 million). In Septeniber
2004 Bambang Harymurti, Tempo’s Chief Editor was sentenced to one year
imprisonment in a newly-added defamation case filed by Tomy Winata. He
was released pending an appeal and was acqu1tted on 9 February 2006 by the
Supreme Court.

This all suggests that Indonesia’s democratisation is gradual, with intermittent
setbacks, but, overall, I argue that it has been consistent in its progtession.
Unfortunately, in most of the cases above, only the setbacks were widely reported
in the media, especially outside Indonesia. The familiar aphorism ‘no news is
good news’ has also been attested to in the case of the controversial publication
of the Indonesian version of Playboy and the anti-pornography bill. While
reporters of the commercial media were compelled to cover the attack by some
Islamist groups on the Playboy office building and the legal indictment of the
editor for allegedly publishing indecent material, none of them was interested
in reporting the court’s decision to declare the editor not guilty, which has put
an end to the controversy. The extremely popular television show Newsdotcom,

also known as ‘Republik Mimpi’, became news in Ausiralia only afier its stinging .

parody of the current and former heads of state in Indonesia drew a legal threat
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of defamation from-the Minister of Information.” At the same time, Abu Bakar
Bashir who remaius little-known in Indonesia, has become an icon of terrorism
in the foreign media.

Democracy and liberalisation are not the same thing. Even if we focus our
discussion on liberalisation, we can safely argue that freedom of expression
in Indonesia deserves more recognition than is usually noted, let alone
appreciated, both inside and outside Indonesia. The degree to which media
liberalisation in Indonesia has generated better quality journalism is open to
debate. Disagreements ofien originate from different sets of expectations or
bases for comparisen. Are we comparing the performance of Indonesia’s media
today with that of the media under the New Order? Or are we comparing it with
its counterparts elsewhere in the region? Or are we éomparing what they have
actually produced with what we think they could and should have produced?
These are difficult questions. A search for a satisfactory answer is beyond the
scope of this chapter.

With rare excéptions, such as the work of Krishna Sen and David Hill (2000),
most scholarly studies on Indonesia’s media present an unbalanced porirayal,
which emphasises the dark sides—bribery, censorship, and assaults against
journalists—and which is based on a set of highly questionable presumptions
and the sense of superiority of someone coming from a liberal democracy. The
following two sets of issues illustrate my point.

First, frequent disputes and controversies in Indonesia, following the
provoecative attempts by the powerful to silence critics or to repress media, are
too often confused with the reality. These repressive attempts are generally
assumed to be effective and all-consuming, leading analysts to conclude that the
Indonesia mediascape is dominated by repression. It dees not usually occur to
the analysts that these controversies may, in fact, demonstrate how the newly-
liberated media crusaders have successfully pushed the limits of their new liberty
to the farthest possible extent; an extent most likely uncommon or unscen in
liberal democracies elsewhere, most notably during the enforcement of draconian
laws in the so-called “War Against Terrorism’. Alternatively, the controversy
may simply be an index of the frantic desperation and the unpreparedness on
the part of the intimidated elite and the conservative segments of the population
in dealing with newly and aggressively liberalised media.

The fact that such controversies have taken place, often over an extended
period, with great passion, and involving a huge number of citizens with
diverse backgrounds demonstrates the dynamics of a robust democracy so
lacking in many societies where liberal democracy is more often assumed and
mythologised, and seldom tested. Interestingly, a lack of such controversy has
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been widely interpreted against a double standard. There is usually a quiet, but
deeply running, assumption in English-language analyses that the absenf:e or,
lack of controversy over issues of freedom of speech in liberal democragles is
uneguivocally a sign of well-protected freedom of speech, rather than a sign of
a range of possible situations, including public disempowerment, apathy or the
dullness of the media. But the same lack or absence of controversy is usually
assumed to be evidence of severe repression of civil liberty, when it is identified
in countries like China or Singapore.?

All the above requires a critical re-examination of the powerful and insidiox.ls
assumptions underlying the many familiar analyses of contemporary IndoneS}a
in the broader context of its history and democratisation. A set of problematic
assumptions and prejudices, plus the general overlooking of the historical
connectedness between the New Order period and what has followed, appears to
be responsible for the widespread disappointment in post-authoritarian Indonesia
among citizens and their observers alike, Another possible source of such low
morale is intellectual in nature, namely problematic assurnptions about inherent
. qualities of democracy, to which the next section will be devoted.

Democracy as fetish®

‘While sharing the general wisdom that democracy remains the bt?st model of
. governance that we know today, I find it both surprising and worrisome to see
how discussions of democracy—both among scholars and others—in the past
few decades have commonly made far-reaching assumptions about the merits
_of democracy. This is especially true when such discussions take' place among
people who see themselves as members of a liberal and democr.atlc cop:lmumt‘y
of some sort, analysing other societies. On the basis of an extensive review, Julia
Paley (2002:469-96) suggests that one notable set of exceptions to that gene{'al
observation can be found among recent works in anthropology and others with
some anthropology-derived insights. It is hard to resist the suspicion_ that_ self-
delusion or ethno-centricism may be at work among many democratw-mmded
people of the late 20th and early 215t centuries.!?

Surely, the term ‘democracy’ means different things among a range of people.
It is also used differently for different purposes. For instance, among many
political activists across Asia, the term “democracy’ has often been used in their

banners, slogans, or in naming their groups and their goals. Understandably in”

such situations, democracy is evoked without the need, intention, or invitation
that it be examined in any critical o scholarly fashion. In these cases *democracy’
is taken for granted as a kind of magic wand to solve many kinds of problems;
a tool that is assumed to be inherently unproblematic in itself.
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But, even within that specific domain of activism, it remains to be explained

- why *democracy’, instead of other key terms, should have been chosen by a wide

range of activist groups with different and contradictory interests in their banners,
rallying cries and slogans, as well as in their choice of name. I suspect this has
something to do with the already authoritative—perhaps hegemonic—status
enjoyed by that term, as a result of its use by the more powerful and privileged
institutions and members of social groups (including scholars, journalists,
and politicians), regardless of whether or not they have intended it to achieve
that status. Perhaps there is no conspiracy or concerted propaganda to bring
‘democracy” to its current salience, but one cannot assume that the term’s
prominence is purely accidental. While these privileged groups often distinguish
themselves from the activists, and although they claim and have enjoyed the
respect of others for speaking ‘truth’ in a disinterested, measured and critical
manner relative fo activities in their street railies, their use of ‘democracy’ is
barely distinguishable or any more critical than the activists.

‘Democracy’ is but one of the most recent terms in the series ofkey terms in
Indonesian studics. In the last few decades it has enjoyed the status comparable to
that of ‘development’ in the preceding decades in the middle of the 20th century,
and “modernity’ before that. For nearly 100 years, countries like Indonesia have
been an object of scholarly analysis by Indonesians and foreign observers alike,
primarily as a case of a people lacking something deemed to be unproblematic
and universally desirable, which ‘the West® can assist it in getting. Until about
the 1960s, Indonesia was studied primarily as a country that needed, but
lacked, ‘modemnity’. For roughly the next two decades, Indonesia was primarily
described as a ‘developing’ country, implying its presumably regrettable lack
and its predestined future, namely industrialisation and incorporation into world,
capitalism. Now it is a country that is seen primarily as having the potential o be
the world’s third largest democracy, if it follows in the footsteps of established
‘modern’, ‘developed’ and democratic nations on the other side of the globe.

_ . Both in Indonesia and in Indonesian studies, there has for too long been
too much adulation of democracy as a kind of promised land, or as a gate that
leads to heavenly peace, prosperity and happiness. The democratising realities
of Indonesia, as elscwhere around the globe, have betrayed and contradicted
this powerful myth among scholars, journalists, activists and many others,
(For a review of ‘democracy deficit’ across the Americas, European Union and
beyond, see Paley (2002:470)). But old habits do not die easily. OF the few
scholars to escape from the spell of this myth, the late Daniel Lev was one with
special expertise on Indonesia. ‘No-one’, he warned us, ‘should fall into the
trap of supposing that it is the real thing, or even that the real thing is desirable’
(2005:351). He contended that the term democracy should ‘probably be banned
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or a charge levied on its use by serious students of politics’ (2005:349). But

as he explained, it is not easy for any one of us in a liberal democracy to give

up the delusion of democracy because it make us ‘feel better about ourselves’
(2005:349), while pitying or despising others who live in what appears to us as
undemocratic societies.!

According to Paley (2002:473), during the Cold War ‘democracy functioned
ideologically as the antithesis to Soviet communism and was deployed in US
foreign policy...After the Cold War. ..democracy [was linked to] free market
economics.” So hegemonic has the propaganda of democracy become that
even those who have been frequently and unfairly attacked as dangerously
undemocratic feel the need to develop a counter-argument within the framework
of the attacking party. I cannot remember how many times [ have discovered, with
uncase, serious and lengthy papers prepared in earnest by colleagues and students
alike to the effect that Islam and democratic values are not or not necessarily
incompatible. “The Indonesian case is not often enough cited as proof, if proof
were needed, that Muslim-majority countries can create democratic pelitical
systems’ (Ward 2007:15). It is as if Islam is respectable and credible only if it
is proven to be ‘democratic’, and only after the world recognises this.

As should be clear from the foregoing discussion, the problem with
democracy is not that it comes from a foreign land and is incompatible with
what the New Order state spokespersons propagated as Indonesia’s authentic
political tradition (Bourchier 1997:157-85). Rather, the problem with democracy
lies in the fact that it has not been universally accepted either as a concept or
as practice; it was not even accepted in Western Europe until about a century
ago. To quote Arblaster (1994:7):

For most of its long history, from the classical Greeks to the present day,

democracy was seen by the enlightened and educated [in the West] as one of

the worst types of government and society imaginable. Democracy was moxe or
less synonymous with ‘the rule of the mob’.

- Tt should be no surprise that for a long time in many Asian countries, a
significant portion of the people are prepared to compromise their freedom
of expression and association for added prosperity in a political order that
outsiders disparage as ‘authoritarian’ in character (for Southeast Asia, see Hadiz
(2000:10-33) and Stubbs (2001:37-54); for Burma, see Alamgir (1997:333-50);
for China and Taiwan, see Shi (2000:53—83)). One would suspect that this

inclination is by no means peculiarly Asian; under similar circumstances others

might well do likewise.

The success of propaganda for democracy and the fantasies it inspires has
most likely been a source of disillusionment and distress among analysts when
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looking at today’s Indonesia. Unless that myth is adequately deconstructed
among Indonesians, we continue to live and work in the delusion of ‘democracy
jihad’.’In the yeats to come, as industrialisation expands and consolidates, the
Indonesian media, like its parliamentary politics, will likely become more dull,
commercially driven, and lacking in controversy. Until then, T would still see
Indonesia as being in a state of bearable lightness of democracy.
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Notes

1

The author is grateful to Andy Fuller for his editorial suggestions and comments on -
an sarlier version of the essay. The title of this chapter is indebted to Milan Kundera’s
The unbearable lightness of being (1984). . )
Indonesia is clearly democratic within the ‘minimalist’ definition of democracy
and more democratic than many in Asia-Pacific region. The phrase ‘minimalist
definition of democracy’ refers to some of the most basic and formal elements
of democracy that constitute the necessary conditions. These elements include
open, regular, regulated and independently-administered elections to choose and
change governments, through 2 relatively fair, transparent and free contest for votes
among competing political parties within the bounds of previously-agreed rules and
procedures. These necessary conditions are deemed insufficient by others, especially
advocates of the so-called maximalist definitions of ‘democracy’, who also disagree
among themselves with regard to what additional elements should be included ina
definition of ‘democracy’ to make it more acceptable. However, as will be elaborated
in the next section, contemporary democracy in Indonesia has more gualities than
the minimalist definition requires. Suffice it to note here that, in contrast to liberal
democracy in countries such as Ausiralia, Indonesia’s elections are not compulsory
and yet they have always attracted no less than 90% of eligible voters to cast ballots.
The fact that certain anti-democratic elements continue to exist in post-authoritarian
Indonesia (just as in miost liberal democracies whose democratic status is often taken
for granted) does not invalidate its status as a fully democratic nation.

‘Not even a modest survey of recent literature is intended here. For a random selection
of the recent reviews, tnisgivings, and assessments which emphasise the imperfection
of Indonesian democracy, see Andrew, Roesad and Edwin (2005:53—77), Freedman
(2007:195-216), Kim, Liddle and Said (2006:247-68), Slatter (2006:208-13) and
Webber (2006:396—42).

According to one survey in late 2003 conducted by the Indonesian Survey Institute
some 60.3% of 2,160 respondents (from 372 villages and cities in 32 provinces)
preferred Suharto’s New Order political system fo the current one. Only 252% of
respondents had the opposite view. A separate survey a month earlier by Charmey
Research of New York and AC Nielsen Indonesia and commissioned by The Asia
Foundation resulted in a similar outcome; 53% of eligible voters in the 2004 elections
‘preferred a strong leader like former president Suharto, even #f this meant that rights
and freedoms would be reduced’ (Kurniawan 2003; Gazali 2003).

Facts and figures in this and the next four paragraphs have been presented in an
earlier version (Heryanto and Hadiz 2005:251-75).

The Commission not only has the power to set the code of ethics for practitioners
in radio and television broadcasting, but also has purview over a wide range of
regulatory matters, including media ownership, licensing, and penalties for inregular
practices. In reaction to these new constraints that threatened their will to retain
power and reap huge profit, some within the media industry have alleged that
the Commission has shown an inclination to be as repressive as the New Order’s
Department of Information.

10

1

12
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The court found the defendant guilty under Article 207 of the Penal Code (offensive
statements to state officials). In the past, the New Order government penalised
hum.ireds of journalists, artists and student activists for violating a series of “hate-
sowing’ articles inherited from Dutch colonial law dating from the early 20th
century. These articles survived a series of amendments during the first few years of
post-New Order period. Some, but not all, of these articles were eliminated by the
Constitutional Court on 5 December 2006, the day before the same Court annulled
the formation of the National Commission of Truth and Reconciliation.

See the special report by SBS TV on 6 June 2007. It is significant how host George
Negus introduced the report on the Indonesian controversy with the following
words: ‘Tn Australia, political satire has had an incredibly rich history. Then
again, we have been a democracy for over 100 years. But apparently, to our north,
our giant neighbour Indonesia—not even a decade since the fall of the Suharto
dictatorship—finds itself glued to a television show that actually lampoons the
nation’s politicians.” For an analysis of the program, see Turtiéns (2008).

I recall a minor disagreement I had with 2 colleague in Brisbane in 2004 about
the significance of the banning of the thres Jakarta weeklies (Tempo, Editor and
Detik). Like many observers before him, he saw the incident with alarm, believing
that it showed the New Order regime had both the power and interest 1o take back
T.he.promise of political openness once offered to the people. In conirast, I saw the
incident as a new light of hope signifying the regime’s panic in the face of a crisis
of elite cohesion and legitimacy and its desperate attempt to restore the appearance
of being in control.

Thg,phrase ‘democracy as fetish’ was used by Begofia Aretxaga (2000:48) in
a different context and with different meanings in her analysis of Spain, and
commented on by Paley (2002:477).

The other side of the coin is corruption. This is another important key term in the
study of contemporary Indonesia, Not unlike democracy, corruption is used liberally
far and wide by many analysts to explain what is wrong with Indonesia, barely (if
at all) with a moment of self-doubt or critical examination of whether something
is wrong or corrupted in the concept of corruption itself as an analytical tool.
{mthropologist Nils Bubant is aware of the risk of such uncritical analyses of cases
in Indonesia (2006: 427). However, despite his own awareness, Bubant attributes
increased corruption specifically to ‘new democracies’.

“The less we know about a country or region or group’, Lev {2005:346) noted, ‘the
more likely it is that [terms such as democracy]...will shape what we think we
know.

The term ‘democracy jihad’ firsi came to my attention in the writing of Aung-Thwin
(2001:483-505). Although I find Aung-Thwin’s phrase useful, I do not necessarily
agree with many pojnts in his analysis of Burma.
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11 Ironically, the growing itrend towards personalism was facilitated by the parties
themselves when their legislation paved the way for the introduction of direct
presidential elections and the pilkada.
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