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two simultaneously occurring processes—economic globalisation on the 
one hand, and the localisation of power on the other—feature prominently 
today in debates about development issues (harriss, stokke and tornquist 
2004: 2). the first, not surprisingly, focuses predominantly on pressures for 
an ever-closer integration of national economies with global markets; the 
other is about rising demands within the geo-bodies of nation-states for in-
creased local autonomy in the socio-political, economic and cultural fields 
in the face of the same economic globalising impulses. these debates are 
also reflective of real tensions and contradictions that have emerged in the 
actual experiences of simultaneously localising and globalising societies—
of the kind that this book is concerned with especially in relation to post-
authoritarian Indonesia.

It is suggested here that all the profound social, political and cultural 
transformations ultimately intertwined with the processes of economic glo-
balisation have only come to reinforce one seemingly paradoxical point: is-
sues of local power matter greatly in a globalised world (see harriss, stokke 
and tornquist 2004). not in the least, they matter in forging and mediat-
ing the conditions under which economic globalisation is experienced and 
made sense of by citizenries at sub-national levels of governance. Conversely, 
they also help in shaping local and national responses to seemingly relentless 
structural pressures that have to do with integration into the world economy, 

Localisation and Globalisation 

Introduction

1
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which may vary from embracement to resistance. as Kerkvliet and mojares 
put it (1991: 11), ‘Local communities are not only “affected” by broad national 
and world developments, they are continually being reconstituted by them.’ 
But it is not a simple, one way process: ‘extralocal systems’ are unavoidably 
defined, too, ‘through the overall configuration of local realities’. It is con-
tended here that such ‘local realities’ cannot be understood in the majority 
of cases without taking into account the fundamental nature of concrete and 
tangible contests over power and resources. these can involve local, national 
and even international-based social forces and interests. 

thus contests over local power—which may take place through a range of 
vehicles and whose variety of expressions may be deeply influenced by what 
is locally available materially, culturally and ideologically—have taken on a 
new significance as the social transformations associated with capitalist de-
velopment and integration into the world economy proceed. the dynamics 
of local power are understood, however, in radically dissimilar ways by dif-
ferent scholars, depending on their theoretical standpoints, political agendas 
and social values. the intellectually predominant neo-liberal view on what 
is often referred to rather expediently as the ‘local/global nexus’ is, not sur-
prisingly, most powerfully articulated by international development organi-
sations like the World Bank, along with most governments of the advanced, 
industrialised north, and the international media. It is well-encapsulated, 
too, in a range of scholarly works, such as the ‘democracy and Local Gover-
nance research program’ undertaken in the late 1990s by the university of 
pennsylvania; this study was carried out on the basis of a ‘grand hypothesis’ 
that ‘globalization would give impetus to local democratic institutions, val-
ues, and practices’. It was also undertaken in the belief that globalisation in-
variably ‘expands alternatives’ and increases ‘freedom of choice to entrapped 
locals’, and ‘stimulates local democratization’ (teune 2004).

It is useful to note, however, that growing interest in ‘the local’ has grown 
partly as doubts have surfaced about the social, political and economic rami-
fications of the march of economic globalisation. thus the simultaneous and 
interconnected processes of globalisation and localisation can be associated 
with the rise of good governance, or local entrepreneurial spirit and innova-
tion on the one hand; but also to such things as local corruption or abuse of 
power, xenophobia and ethnic or religious violence, on the other. Grindle 
(2007: 9) therefore cautiously observes that the expectations associated with 
‘going local’ have had to be modified downward, though the ‘promise of good 
governance and democracy’ initially attached to it has not been abandoned.
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Local Politics as Arenas of Contestation

the book is premised on the contradiction-laden relationship between pres-
sures for economic globalisation and the continuing vitality of the local and 
how this is expressed in the vagaries of concrete contests over power. In im-
portant respects it follows on the observations of authors like Boone, who 
suggests that economic deregulation and open market policies have eroded 
central state authority, but without ‘unleashing market-determined policies 
of social interdependence and resource allocation as neo-liberal reformers 
had hoped’ (n.d.: 4). Instead, what have been activated in the sub-saharan 
african case she examined are complex, and often brutal, struggles to rede-
fine territorial jurisdictions, relations between the centre and the periphery, 
and the nature of the state at the local level. 

In these and other contexts, a crucial task is often to understand how 
predatory systems of power remain resilient in the face of international pres-
sures for market-facilitating ‘good governance’. the answer to the puzzle, it 
is argued here, will frequently lie in the fact that entrenched local predatory 
interests have been able to usurp the agenda of good governance reforms, 
including that of decentralisation, to sustain their social and political domi-
nance. from this point of view, the advance of local democratic politics does 
not necessarily constitute any direct threat to the position of assorted local 
oligarchs, strongmen and notables; neither are they always supportive of ‘ra-
tionally’ organised free markets. 

Local power is thus but another arena of contestation among a range of 
interests concerned with the forging of economic and political regimes that 
would govern the way wealth and power are distributed, just as nation-states 
and the world at large are sites of such contestations.1 What is important in 
any empirical analysis is identifying the kind of social forces and interests that 
actually affect the dynamics of power at the local level. obviously one cannot 
assume the homogeneity of interests among state, market or civil society ac-
tors in any context. one needs to concretely examine what kind of interests, ascen-
dant, or subordinated, are involved or marginalised in actual contests over 
power. this entails an examination of prevailing ‘political topographies’, to 
borrow a phrase used by Boone (2003),2 or historically specific constellations 
of power and interest. 

It is notable that much of the literature on local power in southeast asia has 
focussed on the phenomena of ‘local strongmen’, corrupt local machineries  
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of power, or the resilience of pockets of authoritarianism (e.g. sidel 1999). 
the Indonesian case is particularly intriguing because the heavily centra-
lised authoritarianism of the new order actually left little room for the 
emergence of relatively autonomous local strongmen frequently associated 
in the region with the experiences of thailand or the philippines (sidel 
2004).3 nevertheless, it is argued here too that institutional reforms pertain-
ing to the localisation of power, inspired by neo-liberal notions of ‘good gov-
ernance’, have ironically assisted in ‘clearing the way’ for the kind of social 
and political milieu for their emergence and consolidation, rather than their 
pre-emption or eradication. 

from a broader regional perspective, a major question that needs to be 
examined is why the localisation of power in Indonesia—like in thailand 
and the philippines—has failed to usher in more fundamental transforma-
tions in the prevailing relations of power that tend to be dominated still by 
long-entrenched predatory interests. In all of these cases, the localisation of 
power—through much lauded decentralisation policy—has notably taken 
place under distinctly post-authoritarian conditions.4 

Neo-Liberalism and the Reconfiguration of the State

It has to be stated clearly at this juncture that the book diverges greatly from 
much of the neo-liberal/neo-institutionalist inspired work on decentralisation 
(see the discussion in Chapter 1) as the institutional expression of the localisa-
tion of power. It has to be noted that neo-liberals and neo-institutionalists, 
whether as consultants or academics, tend to see a close relationship between 
receptivity to global free markets and democratic governance, and more lately, 
decentralisation. simonsen argues, for example, that ‘failure of economic per-
formance within an increasingly globalised economy can be considered the 
most general underlying cause behind the demise of authoritarian regimes 
around 1989’ (simonsen 1999: 399). the distinguished works of Crook and 
manor (1998) and manor (1999)—as well as innumerable reports and policy 
papers produced by an array of international development organisations and 
policy think tanks—then attempt to make the link between market rational-
ity, democratic governance and decentralisation. 

the development of local village elections in China, therefore, has been 
viewed in relation to the new economic giant’s massive experiment with mar-
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ket and local governance reforms (see Craner 2004; IrI n.d.), even if a highly 
autocratic Communist party still rules unchallenged and deeply suspicious 
of the democratic aspirations of domestic groups of ‘dissidents’. If there is 
irony involved here, it does not pre-occupy those who emphasise the ‘market 
preserving’ character of Chinese decentralisation. such scholars place im-
portance on how a ‘federal’-like institutional framework of governance has 
emerged to support the growth of market forces, however, without explain-
ing the persisting lack of democracy accompanying the shift to markets (e.g. 
montinolla, Qian and Weingast 1995; Qian and Weingast 1996; singh 2007). 
the ambivalent nature of the Chinese experience has led critics to stress 
how the localisation of power in globalising China has produced corrupt lo-
cal governments (e.g. Gong 2006), with little accountability to the governed 
in the context of a rigid one-party system (Lin, tao and Liu 2006: 322).

there has been less ambiguity in some treatments of other cases that have 
involved a similar shift to the market. the World Bank, for example, notes 
that the fall of Communism in eastern europe and Central asia introduced 
its peoples to new opportunities generated by the combination of market 
capitalism and electoral democracy. It has also lauded the experience of ad-
ministrative and fiscal decentralisation—as the accompaniment to electoral 
democracy—in these societies.5 

significantly, decentralised governance has been established as part of a 
broader and more fundamental project of rolling back the pervasive role of 
inefficient central states for the sake of the growth of healthy market econo-
mies. this project constitutes an exercise in defining the parameters of a de-
sired state role in facilitating the operations of the market. the economist 
Bardhan, for example, notes that ‘free-market economists tend to emphasize 
the benefits of reducing the power of the overextended or predatory state.’ 
according to Bardhan, the occurrence of ‘market failure’ has led proponents 
of free markets to turn ‘for their resolution to the government at the local 
level, where the transaction costs are relatively low and the information prob-
lems that can contribute to central government failures are less acute’ (2002: 
186). the assumption being made is that local states are inclined to be more 
receptive and flexible when it comes to the task of facilitating market opera-
tions (montinolla, Qian and Weingast 1995; Qian and Weingast 1996).

economic globalisation, therefore, does not signal the demise of sover-
eign states and of politics, even for market-oriented neo-liberals. Instead, it 
means a transformation of the nature and functions of state power. this is 
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because under the pressure of global markets, ‘many states are undergoing 
transformations toward de-statisation (that is, reduced state authority in fa-
vour of market liberalisation) and toward de-nationalisation (that is, the sca-
lar reconfiguration of state power in favour of regionalisation and localisa-
tion)’. the consequence is that ‘political authority is becoming increasingly 
diffused among state, market and civil society actors at local, national, re-
gional and global scales’ (harris, stokke and tornquist 2004: 2). the degree 
to which such pressures have actually resulted in these transformations, of 
course, must be examined empirically from case to case. 

It is well known that organisations such as the International monetary 
fund (Imf) and the World Bank have acted as the main advocates of a par-
ticular view of decentralisation and ‘good governance’ that has become in-
fluential in the developing world. their view highlights how integration in 
the global economy imposes market forces that pressure local governments 
to behave responsively as well as efficiently in the delivery of a range of ser-
vices. the effect of their influence is to ‘create and sustain political and dis-
cursive frames for thinking and acting, frames that are strongly influenced 
by a technocratic and apolitical approach that is itself rooted in the most 
powerful global institution of all—the market (harriss, stokke and torn-
quist 2004: 2–3). as we shall see, this creates problems in terms of decipher-
ing the sorts of social outcomes produced by the decentralisation experiences 
in post-authoritarian southeast asian societies like Indonesia.

Odd Anti–Neo-Liberal Alliances?

however, the allegedly unstoppable rise of global markets has been understood 
as endangering the autonomy of local communities by those who challenge 
the neo-liberal view (see escobar 1995; hines 2000). especially disadvantaged 
according to such dissenters are the urban and rural poor, as well as marginal-
ised groups such as ethnic religious minorities, and ‘indigenous peoples’.

abers, for example, notes the view that globalisation can kill off the pos-
sibility of genuine democracy. thus, mobilising the resources of local com-
munities against the forces of encroaching market capitalism (see abers 2000) 
is the only way of saving democracy from globalisation. In a nutshell, while 
neo-liberals see globalisation as generating new vitality and entrepreneur-
ship in local communities, their populist opponents effectively see globalisa-
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tion as a great threat both to local cultural diversity (see abdullah 2005) and 
local capacities that tend to get subordinated to the logic of the global market 
(hines 2000). they also see the incursions of global capitalism, more often 
than not, as detrimental to the welfare of the poor in local communities; for 
example, they will lament the environmental degradation caused by the in-
trusion of capitalist enterprise or the propensity of global markets to destroy 
local community self-reliance (see Govan 1997; maffi and Woodley 2005). 

for localist populists, who are often represented in activist communities, 
neo-liberal economic globalisation is inherently anti-democratic in nature. 
as one observer (in the neo-liberal camp) writes in summarising their view-
point: ‘among the many evils’ perceived in globalisation ‘is the suspension or 
blockage of local democratic processes in deference to more encompassing 
and generally more powerful systems, whether of a region, a state, trans-
national regions or the world as a system’. thus, globalisation’s successful 
inroads into local communities frequently ‘by-pass local institutions, includ-
ing democratic ones’, and tend to ‘nurture anti-democratic and corrupt local 
institutions and practices’ (teune 2004). 

It is important to point out that localist populism of any kind is not a 
‘free floating idea’; its bearers can range from critical non-governmental or-
ganisations (nGos) to the advocates of state development programmes. the 
‘guiding principle’, however, is almost always the stated desirability of root-
ing the development process in ‘people’s own practices’. Its claims to being 
participatory are thus embedded in the already existing cultural reference 
points of local communities (Connors 2001: 3). moreover, localist populism 
is not necessarily anti-capitalist in nature, though its social agents are typi-
cally suspicious of globalisation’s consequences on local productive capaci-
ties. Instead it is more frequently about the innate morality of protecting 
local agriculture and business from the encroachment of the forces of inter-
national capital (Connors 2001: 4). 

from this last observation, another important point can be made: lo-
calist populism can take forms that merge readily with the official, statist- 
nationalisms of much of the developing world’s most well-known leaders. 
thus, prominent figures in asia, such as former prime ministers mahathir 
mohammad of malaysia or thaksin shinawatra of thailand, can make stri-
dent appeals for the protection of local cultures—and simultaneously, domes-
tic capitalist forces—while selectively engaging with the most salient actors of 
the global capitalist order. It is therefore possible to imagine newly ascendant 
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local politicos in post-authoritarian Indonesia adopting a similar position—in 
relation to extra-local actors—especially if it serves their material interests.

Given the above observation, it is notable that localist populists have been 
supported intellectually by a hotchpotch of former Leftists, as well as aca-
demic post-structuralists and post-modernists, who are equally suspicious 
of the neo-liberal globalisation project (see harriss, stokke and tornquist 
2004: 1). these have largely dismissed grand historical narratives and, con-
sequently, political contestation on grand scales. having been let down by 
history, their hopes and aspirations are pinned on the revitalisation of dem-
ocratic, humane impulses within members of local communities and citizen-
ries (e.g. Laclau and mouffe 1985). for them, meaningful politics are direct, 
local and subaltern (Chatterjee 1993). 

the latter also tend to be critical of the culturally homogenising threat 
posed by economic neo-globalisation. thus local communitarianisms be-
lieved to be underpinned by local ‘knowledge’ systems (as understood by 
Geertz 1983)—as well as values, norms, beliefs and lifestyles (harvey 2000: 
84)—are thought to be under threat by ‘development’ (diawara 2000). In 
effect, these threatened cultures and ways of life signal some sort of benevo-
lent ‘other’ possibility—representing mankind’s last hope of escape from the 
ravages of the impersonal and homogenising forces of capitalism on a global 
scale. In the concrete struggles over the localisation of power in southeast 
asia, such views are frequently found among representatives of the nGo 
community (hewison 2000).

the irony, of course, is that the notion partly rests on an atavistic call to 
restore old religious or cultural values that can serve as the basis for various 
kinds of narrow ethno-religious solidarities and xenophobic nationalisms. 
Like notions associated with populism in general, such atavism easily falls 
into the hands of politically conservative, even reactionary, social forces that 
the aforementioned critics of the neo-liberal globalisation project would be 
averse to support. While atavism represents uneasiness toward the conse-
quences of the march of global capitalism on the diversity and richness of the 
human experience, its deployment by conservatives may result in outcomes 
that are much less meaningful for emancipatory struggles imagined by those 
dissenting against the neo-liberal project.

socially and politically conservative forces in the united states, for ex-
ample, that are suspicious of interventionist big states as well as the ‘anar-
chic’ tendencies unleashed by the free market, will find commonalities with 
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intellectual and political positions that uphold the virtues of ‘traditional’ or 
‘Christian’ values (see harvey 2000: 70). In Indonesia and southeast asia—
the parts of the world that this book is most concerned with—localism and 
atavism have certainly been valuable weapons for some of the most distinctly 
un-progressive of social forces—even if they do not necessarily find expres-
sion in overtly post-modernist discourse. In thailand, for example, pasuk’s 
(2004a) otherwise sympathetic treatment reveal how inward-looking notions 
of ‘Buddhist economics’, emphasising local community, are conceptually 
linked to an idealised notion of village life that appears to be equally at-
tractive to nGo activists, monks, the ministry of the Interior, as well as 
the King. In Indonesia, particularly conservative and rigid interpretations of 
Islam have been utilised by a range of forces since the advent of democratisa-
tion in 1998 to provide ideological legitimacy to their fight for power (e.g. 
Irianto 2006: 20).

an intriguing development, therefore, as harriss, stokke, and torn-
quist (2004: 1) rightly observe, relates to the importance now placed on lo-
cal power by those espousing a wide variety of social and political agendas. 
neo-liberals, and assorted populists and Leftist critics of globalisation, who 
often fiercely disagree on issues such as the social effects of globalisation and 
marketisation, have lately coalesced around the virtues of local grassroots 
politics. there is consensus that local initiatives are especially crucial for 
social change in a ‘positive’ direction, however ‘positive’ is to be defined.

Likewise, Bardhan notes the oddity of free marketeers joining with ‘a 
diverse array of social thinkers: post-modernists, multicultural advocates, 
grassroots environmental activists and supporters of the cause of indigenous 
peoples and technologies’ in espousing the cause of strengthening local-level 
governance. according to Bardhan, though the latter ‘are usually both anti-
market and anti-centralized state’, they ‘energetically support assignment of 
control to local selfgoverning communities’ (Bardhan 2002: 186), much like 
mainstream economists who view central states as a cumbersome obstacle to 
local initiative and development. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that in Indonesia, as well as southeast asia 
more broadly (ungpakorn 2003a: 299; also see George 1998), many largely 
populist nGo activists have been drawn into the World Bank-sponsored 
discourse on ‘good governance’, which has come to emphasise local commu-
nity and civil society participation in development (World Bank 2000). this 
has occurred despite their usual hostility toward many other facets of the  
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neo-liberal economic globalisation agenda, including those of privatisation 
and marketisation (see Culla 2006). for their part, organisations like the 
World Bank realise that support from nGos could be useful in terms of gar-
nering broader public acceptance of market reforms. the World Bank (2003a: 
3) now highlights, for instance, that civil society organisations, including 
nGos, ‘are important actors in building a necessary social consensus for 
economic reforms and long-term development, in promoting effective gov-
ernance by fostering transparency and accountability of public institutions’. 

Indonesia and the Southeast Asian Experience

the position taken in this book—that of ‘localisation as an arena of  
contestation’—involves a fundamental critique of the sort of convergence 
described above, which is developed in dealing with the main case study of 
post-authoritarian Indonesia, in comparative southeast asian perspective. It 
undertakes this critique by concretely examining the constellations of social 
interest that have presided over the localisation of power, especially in the 
Indonesian regions of north sumatra and east Java. as rodan, hewison and 
robison (2006: 7) point out, existing regimes anywhere ‘cannot be disman-
tled at will because they embody a specific arrangement of economic, social, 
and political power.’ furthermore, ‘Institutions that might appear dysfunc-
tional for growth and investment often persist because elites are prepared to 
sacrifice efficiency where their social and political ascendancy is threatened’. 
Importantly, however, institutional reforms, including those pertaining to 
decentralisation and democratisation, may be advanced in such a way that 
already dominant forces might ‘further their control or weaken their oppo-
nents in broad struggles over social, political, and economic ascendancy’. 

as in other societies, the localisation of power has been expressed insti-
tutionally in Indonesia through the renewed salience of contests over decen-
tralisation policy. after the fall of the late dictator soeharto in 1998, Indone-
sia implemented a decentralisation programme that has been quite dramatic 
in many ways. Inheriting its far-flung borders from the netherlands east In-
dies, this archipelagic country has struck many observers as being remarkable 
because it has remained intact despite an incredible diversity of cultures, re-
ligions, ethnicities, economies and geographies (see, for example, Bourchier 
and hadiz 2003: 255). however, the combination of the asian economic Cri-
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sis of 1997–98, political instability, regional demands for autonomy or even 
independence, and the perceived rise of ‘failed states’ globally brought con-
cerns about the long-term viability of the Indonesian nation-state as we now 
know it (Gelbard 2001). such concerns have clearly been exacerbated by the 
rise of religious and other forms of ‘communal’ violence in post-authoritarian 
Indonesia (see van Klinken 2007; also see sidel 2006). not surprisingly, ‘local 
autonomy’ has been linked in Indonesia to issues pertaining to the revival of 
local traditions and customs (see davidson and henley 2007), which is reflec-
tive of the potency of mobilisations based on local cultural identities in spite 
of notions about the homogenising effects of globalisation.

It is no wonder, therefore, that the Indonesian case has been simultane-
ously placed at the heart of international policy and academic debates on both 
decentralisation and democratisation. the Indonesian case is also particu-
larly instructive because it so readily displays the primacy of constellations 
of power and interest vis-à-vis institutional crafting in determining how in-
stitutions actually work at the local level in post-authoritarian situations—a 
theoretical point that is argued throughout this book. the Indonesian ex-
perience is especially valuable given the sharp contrast between the heavily 
centralised and authoritarian new order and the highly decentralised and 
diffuse democracy that has replaced it. 

analysing the Indonesian case is therefore particularly useful because in 
spite of the caution of Grindle mentioned above, Bardhan (2002: 185) remains 
essentially right when he announces that ‘all around the world in matters of 
governance decentralization is the rage’. furthermore, according to Bardhan 
and mookherjee (2006: 1): 

the last two decades of the twentieth century witnessed a significant rise in 
the scope of local democracy throughout the developing world, with increasing 
devolution of political, economic, and administrative authority to local govern-
ments. along with privation and deregulation, this shift represents a substan-
tial reduction in the authority of national governments over economic policy. 
the phenomenon is geographically spread, occurring simultaneously in Latin 
america, africa, asia, and eastern europe. the earliest changes were initiated 
in the 1970s, picked up momentum in the 1980s, and accelerated after 1990.

But what is really the appeal of decentralisation, especially for the intel-
lectually dominant proponents of the neo-liberal and technocratic view of 
statecraft? 
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to put it succinctly at this juncture, the centralised state ‘has lost a great 
deal of legitimacy’, and decentralization is believed to promise a range of 
benefits as ‘a way of reducing the role of the state in general, by fragmenting 
central authority and introducing more intergovernmental competition and 
checks and balances’. as a considerable bonus, ‘In a world of rampant ethnic 
conflicts and separatist movements, decentralization is also regarded as a way 
of diffusing social and political tensions and ensuring local cultural and po-
litical autonomy’ (Bardhan 2002: 185). 

But the relationship between decentralisation, democracy and transparent 
and accountable governance is understood here as being essentially prob-
lematic and contentious. In the case of Indonesia, it will be shown here that 
the rise of local politics has been instrumental in—and become part of—the 
emergence and consolidation of newly decentralised and predatory networks 
of patronage that have become politically ascendant after the fall of soe-
harto. these have continued to have a vested interest in resisting many insti-
tutional reforms or have usurped them in a number of creative ways. from 
this standpoint, this book also represents an attempt to explain the processes 
through which power has been reorganised in post-authoritarian Indonesia 
through the lens of local politics.

It should be added that there have now been a few edited collections pro-
duced that deal with the politics of the local in Indonesia (e.g. aspinall and 
fealy 2003; Kingsbury and aveling 2003; erb, sulistiyanto and faucher 2005; 
schulte-nordholt and van Klinken 2007. But this is a relatively new develop-
ment because the particularly centralised nature of power during soeharto’s 
new order meant that only rare studies of local power were previously ever 
undertaken. the few exceptions included those by antlov (1995), schil-
ler (1996) and malley (1999). Given this relative dearth, the study of post- 
authoritarian Indonesia will benefit from the insights provided by the expe-
rience of the philippines or thailand, where the study of local power is far 
better developed, partly because the Cold War-era authoritarian state was 
arguably never as successfully centralised as in Indonesia.6

It is for this reason that the discussion on the localisation of power in 
Indonesia is continually interspersed in this book with discussion of other 
cases of post-authoritarian decentralisation. the Indonesian case is far from 
unique in terms of its ‘unintended consequences’—to borrow a well-known 
term from Weberian sociology. across the world, decentralisation has pro-
duced ‘unanticipated problems’ (Grindle 2007: 2), perhaps especially for the 
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technocrats, domestic or international, whose main task is to craft policy 
frameworks. In southeast asia, the cases of post-authoritarian thailand and 
the philippines provide some particularly useful points that help decipher 
the Indonesian situation due to certain commonalities in the prior experi-
ence of authoritarianisms born in the Cold War era.

of course, these two cases are not meant to have a ‘status’ within the book 
that is equal to that of Indonesia. there is no full-fledged analysis of Indo-
nesia’s neighbouring southeast asian democracies being offered here. how-
ever, key developments in the philippines and thailand, as well as in such 
places as russia and China, will be cited to help shed light on such funda-
mental issues as the politics of institution-building, power and contestation, 
and on the determinants of societal trajectories. 

Structure of the Book

Chapter 1 provides a critical analysis of dominant (economics-inspired) neo-
institutionalist and neo-liberal perspectives on decentralisation, develop-
ment and democracy. these perspectives essentially view the relationship as 
a mutually reinforcing process that is sustained by the free market. they 
typically highlight the importance of designing the ‘correct’ institutional 
frameworks to govern state, society and economy; and they have lately given 
much weight to putnamian notions of social capital. these perspectives fail 
to seriously address conflict; they treat it mainly as a managerialist problem 
of insulating good policy-making from certain kinds of societal pressure. 
the chapter offers a contrasting position that highlights the importance of 
constellations of power and of social conflict in determining the way that 
institutions, including that of the state, actually work.

Chapter 2 extends the contrasting position by relating it to the role and 
composition of state and local elites in determining societal trajectories, 
especially in connection with experiences of democratisation in southeast 
asia. In particular, the chapter reassesses modernisation approaches in their 
myriad more ‘classical’ and contemporary forms to the question of techno-
cratic design of social change. But this is no perfunctory revisit of old theo-
ries. the suggestion being made is that much of the social thinking that 
has emerged in relation to decentralisation constitutes a rebirth of moderni-
sation theory assumptions about development, politics and technocracy. It 
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then juxtaposes this sort of thinking to that which latches on to the role of 
predatory ‘local strongmen’ or ‘oligarchies’ in post-authoritarian southeast 
asia. In the process, the chapter provides the background for a concern that 
is pursued in later chapters: local elite responses/adaptations of/resistance to 
the allegedly homogenising effects of globalisation pressures.

Chapter 3 takes the book deeper into the complexities of the specific post-
authoritarian Indonesian situation. It does so by examining the background 
of broader social and political changes since the demise of soeharto’s new 
order in 1998 and then inserts into this context the actual contests over in-
stitutional reform. the chapter pays particular attention to debates about 
reforms pertaining to decentralisation and local governance in Indonesia in 
relation to those that have taken place in thailand and the philippines. In 
the process, the chapter expands the argument about the complex and often 
contradictory relationship between institutional reform design and concrete 
struggles over power at sub-national arenas of contestation. 

Chapter 4 presents an analysis of the sociological background of Indone-
sia’s newly ascendant local elites—particularly through case studies in north 
sumatra and east Java. Chief among these are the former local apparatchik, 
and local entrepreneurs incubated within the new order system of political 
patronage, as well as assorted goons and thugs who have managed to cast 
themselves as democratic actors. the chapter demonstrates how these have 
reinvented themselves as reformist local democrats, and pays particular at-
tention to their appropriation of democratic institutions like political parties 
and parliaments. Comparisons with the social origins and bases of local elites 
in post-authoritarian thailand and the philippines are also presented to aug-
ment the view put forward about the primacy of constellations of power and 
interest over institutional frameworks in driving change.

the processes and mechanisms through which the social and political 
ascendance of local elites are secured and maintained in post-authoritarian 
Indonesia are more deeply examined in Chapter 5. In this chapter, the expe-
riences of other post-authoritarian societies in southeast asia are shown to 
be particularly instructive. the focus of the chapter is on the vagaries of al-
liances and coalition-building in Indonesian local electoral politics, and the 
way in which localised networks of predatory power are now being developed 
through money politics, and to some extent, local instruments of coercion. 

Chapter 6 presents an analysis of the modes of political inclusion and ex-
clusion in post-authoritarian Indonesia, contrasting these at important junc-
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tures with other post-authoritarian southeast asian experiences. the chap-
ter pays attention to the mechanics of electoral democracy at the local level 
as well as to the position of social groups that had been marginalised during 
the new order. Chief among the groups to be examined in the context of 
the actual operations of local power is organised labour. In the process, the 
chapter raises crucial issues related to political participation and contesta-
tion, and the position of civil society in post-authoritarian situations. It also 
raises questions about the emergence of localised oligarchies.

the Conclusion offers observations that re-link the experiences of post-
authoritarianism with the localisation of power. It also reviews the main ar-
guments of the book as a whole in relation to the question of the entrench-
ment of distinctly localised forms of oligarchic power. the chapter offers 
speculations too on some of the possible implications of the outcomes of the 
localisation of power for particular kinds of integration with the global capi-
talist economy.





the main objective of this chapter is to examine the way in which the localisa-
tion of power has been understood in the contemporary literature on the devel-
oping world, especially as it pertains to Indonesia and other post-authoritarian  
southeast asian cases. the focus is particularly on the contradiction-laden re-
lationship among decentralisation, economic development and democracy. as 
mentioned previously, decentralisation policy has been the institutional form 
in which the localisation of power has taken place (harriss, stokke and torn-
quist 2004: 3).

this chapter questions why a particular kind of understanding, mainly 
associated with neo-liberal and neo-institutionalist schools of thought—and 
primarily originating from within the discipline of economics—has come 
to predominate in both the academic literature and that produced by inter-
national development agencies, while also appealing to many civil society 
organisations in the region.1

the intention is not to suggest a process by which developing societies 
merely swallow whole the framework of thinking predominantly advanced 
by technocrats perched in the offices of international development organisa-
tions. In fact, the agenda of neo-liberal governance reform, including the as-
pect of decentralisation can be appropriated by a range of local interests with 
little regard for upholding ‘good governance’ principles. these interests may 
even be strenuously opposed to the incursion of demands for accountability 
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and transparency while fighting for greater local autonomy over a range of 
social, economic and political fields. at the same time, such interests seek to 
negotiate the terms of local engagement with the forces of economic globali-
sation, as the expansion of markets potentially produces new rent-seeking 
opportunities. thus the neo-liberal reform agenda can morph into some-
thing completely different when the aspect of concrete political struggle is 
inserted into it.

Central Themes 

a d v a n c i n g  d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n

In agreement with Bardhan and mookherjee (2006), the World Bank has 
observed that decentralisation is ‘a global and regional phenomenon’, and 
that ‘most developing and transitional countries have experimented with 
it to varying degrees’ (World Bank n.d. a). Writing before the end of the 
twentieth century, Crook and manor (1998: 83) specify in a highly influen-
tial work that ‘more than sixty governments, mainly in developing countries’ 
have experimented with decentralisation in some form since the mid-1980s. 
observing Latin america in the late 1990s after a decade of decentralisation 
policy, Willis, Garman and haggard (1999:7) noted that decentralisation has 
been ‘championed’ as the ‘route to greater accountability and transparency 
in governance’, as well as to other objectives like ‘increased participation by 
ethnic minorities and social groups excluded under semidemocratic and au-
thoritarian rule’. Writing on China, montinola, Qian and Weingast (1995) 
argue that decentralisation protects pro-market reforms undertaken by lo-
cal governments from central government intervention, and induces healthy 
economic competition within countries that leads to economic efficiency. 
Concomitantly, the link between decentralisation and corruption eradica-
tion is also often proposed.

authors writing for the World Bank have put forward the case for decen-
tralisation most confidently in relation to asia. White and smoke (2005: 1) 
thus declare: 

a fundamental transformation in the structure of government has been tak-
ing place across east asia. Before 1990 most east asian countries were highly 
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centralized; today subnational governments have emerged as the fulcrum for 
much of the region’s development . . . though east asia’s decentralization has 
come later than in some other parts of the world, it is now here to stay. 

since 2001, Indonesia too has been pursuing policies of decentralisation 
that have profoundly transformed the institutional framework of governance 
in a country that was ruled for more than three decades in a highly authori-
tarian and centralised fashion, to the extent that Indonesia’s decentralisa-
tion approach has been described as a ‘Big Bang’ (World Bank 2003b; Bunte 
2004). thus, according to a document produced by the united states agency 
for International development (usaId) (2000:17), ‘Indonesia is moving 
rapidly from years of tight central control to a far more decentralized and 
autonomous system of local government’, which will help ‘create the basis for 
national and local democratic governance’ (usaId 2000: 17). 

moreover, in ‘opting for a decentralised model of government’, Indonesia 
appeared to be sensibly ‘following a global trend’ (turner and podger 2003: 
2), which was in any case ‘well suited to the particular geography of Indone-
sia’ (turner and podger 2003: 1; also see Bunte 2004: 379). the observation 
about Indonesia’s geography is unsurprising given the sprawling, archipe-
lagic form of the country, which is inhabited by hundreds of ethnic groups 
with distinct languages and customs.2

Geographical and ethno-linguistic factors notwithstanding, Indonesia’s 
abrupt decentralisation turn would not have been possible without the fall 
from power of soeharto in may 1998 and the consequent demise of the new 
order. this occurred amidst a deep economic crisis that led to a harrow-
ing political one—eventually leaving the entire institutional framework of 
the new order largely unviable. the fall of soeharto thus in many ways 
truly marked the beginning of a new chapter in the social and political his-
tory of Indonesia. this vast country—with over 220 million people of di-
verse ethnicity and belief systems, spread irregularly across an archipelago 
comprising some 17,000 islands—was to embark on a massive experiment in 
forging new, more democratic, transparent and participatory political and 
economic regimes. a cornerstone of the experiment was the much heralded 
programme of decentralisation that devolved considerable powers, resources 
and responsibilities to the local level. 

the end of the soeharto era therefore commenced an exciting, albeit 
short-lived, period of high expectation in Indonesia; this was in sharp contrast 
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to the preceding long era of highly stifling, centralised and authoritarian rule. 
some believed that decentralisation in particular would pave the way for a 
more genuine participatory form of democracy, especially if enough of the 
right kind of ‘human capital’ was produced to institute ‘policies for the inter-
ests of the public’ (pratikno 2005: 33). others saw great opportunities for the 
development of an empowering form of politics at the grassroots level (e.g. 
antlov 2003a)—in spite of many structural and cultural impediments left over 
from the new order—as communities in towns and villages re-learn the art 
of politics after decades of living in a starkly depoliticised environment. for 
the Indonesian bureaucrat-academic ryaas rasyid (2002), moreover, decen-
tralisation was indisputably the natural extension of democratisation.

But a theme also running through the discussion on post-soeharto In-
donesia, especially during the early years, was of the possibility of national 
disintegration (tadjoeddin, suharyo and mishra 2003;3 also see Berger and 
aspinall 2001). this accounts partially for the rise of interest both within 
academia and international development organisations in Indonesian decen-
tralisation. according to the World Bank-led Consultative Group on Indo-
nesia (CGI), decentralisation ‘continues to be one of Indonesia’s most sig-
nificant reform initiatives’ after the end of the new order, and its successful 
implementation is ‘crucial for Indonesia as a nation’ (CGI 2003). 

It should be recalled that following the fall of soeharto in 1998, demands 
for greater local autonomy emerged from many parts of the Indonesian ar-
chipelago against a background of evidently rising violent ethnic or religious 
conflict, especially in such places as maluku and parts of Kalimantan (e.g. 
Bertrand 2003; Kingsbury and aveling 2003; van Klinken 2007). the fear 
commonly expressed was of acehnese or papuan secession, no doubt sparked 
in part by the successful attainment of independence by east timor in 1999 
after years of insurgency. In both natural resource-rich aceh and papua, the 
Indonesian military had also been long embroiled in armed conflict with 
local pro-independence forces. other natural resource-rich provinces such 
as riau soon also clamoured for greater local autonomy. It is worth noting 
that in the philippines decentralisation was partly a response to the chronic 
instability in mindanao and the communist insurgency in Cordillera;4 in 
thailand, more substantive decentralisation has been put forward as a par-
tial solution to the renewed violence in the predominantly muslim south 
from 2004 (national reconciliation Commission 2006).5 In other words, a 
stated commitment to decentralisation policy has repeatedly been an avenue 



21Decentralisation, Development and Democracy

pursued to hold together nation-states in the region troubled by threats of 
secession and rebellion. Indeed some of the literature produced by interna-
tional development organisations suggests how decentralisation can enhance 
political stability as well as strengthen national unity in troubled polities.6

But the concerns about the disintegration of Indonesia following the 
abrupt departure of its Cold War-era strongman have far outweighed wor-
ries about threats to the integrity of post-authoritarian thailand or the phil-
ippines. this is an irony given the more successful centralisation of state 
power that the new order achieved in Indonesia. neither thailand under 
Cold War military dictators sarit or thanom and praphat, nor the philip-
pines during the martial-law period under marcos, quite displayed the kind 
of centralised authoritarianism as existed in soeharto’s Indonesia, where of-
ficials ‘at all levels of the state hierarchy were highly responsive to demands 
and directives from “above” ’ sidel 2004: 61),7 and where policy-making and 
implementation was the undisputed purview of Jakarta, only to be followed 
compliantly by the regions.

It would not be an exaggeration to place concerns about Indonesia’s break-
up in the context of the international security environment that emerged 
following the promulgation of the american ‘War on terror’, for which the 
political disintegration of this largest nation-state in southeast asia consti-
tutes a major source of distress. If Indonesia truly became a dreaded ‘failed 
state’ (mallaby 2002), then there would have been some major consequences 
for american and Western security and economic interests in the southeast 
asian region, which has been presented as the ‘second front’ in the ‘War on 
terror’. as a former u.s. ambassador to Jakarta once observed with some 
trepidation: ‘strategically, the security of most of southeast asia rests on a 
stable Indonesia and would be seriously threatened if a number of mini-states 
emerged from a political collapse here’ (Gelbard 2001). a usaId (2005) 
document thus proclaims:

as the world’s largest muslim-majority country, Indonesia is too important to 
fail. the outcome of Indonesia’s democratic transition has profound implica-
tions for u.s. strategic interests in fighting terrorism; preserving regional sta-
bility in asia; strengthening democratic principles, the rule of law and respect 
for human rights; and expanding access for u.s. exports and investment in the 
fourth largest country in the world. Indonesia’s importance also stems from 
its substantial natural resources, rich biodiversity, and strategic location across 
key shipping lanes linking europe, the middle east, and asia.
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Indonesian policy-makers no less presented decentralisation as the osten-
sible answer to the dreaded prospect of the disintegration of the country as we 
know it (rasyid 2005: 17). decentralisation also appeared to be the expedient 
political compromise between the idea of a highly central, unitary republic 
as existed under soeharto’s rule and the contending idea of a much looser 
federal republic of Indonesia, with the latter idea winning supporters among 
sections of the intelligentsia (see mangunwijaya 2003; sukma 2003). one ma-
jor post–new order political party, the national mandate party (pan)—at 
the time led by the muslim politician amien rais—had even placed the es-
tablishment of federalism in its official platform for the 1999 elections.8 

It was under these circumstances that a ‘team of experts’ led by bureaucrat- 
academic ryaas rasyid was charged by the habibie government, which im-
mediately took over following soeharto’s resignation on 21 may 1998, with 
developing a blueprint for decentralisation. habibie’s enthusiasm for decen-
tralisation was partly attributable to his intent to cling to power; he needed to 
distance himself from the new order’s centralised authoritarianism, while at 
the same time find ways of garnering political support from the outer regions 
(hofman and Kaiser 2006: 83) for his precarious rule. the final product of 
the habbie-appointed team’s work comprised Laws no. 22/1999 on regional 
Governance and no. 25/1999 on the financial Balance Between Central and 
regional Government.9 these laws have been characterised by international 
development observers as no less than ‘radical’ (Betts 2003; rohdewohld 
2004) in their aims. 

n e o - i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s m  a s  a  v a r i a n t  o f  n e o - l i b e r a l i s m

What might be called the ‘neo-institutionalist’ variant in the neo-liberal de-
velopment literature, in which decentralisation emerged as a crucial theme, 
has been most prominently, though not exclusively, represented in the work 
of international development organisations. a great deal of the literature on 
decentralisation thus originates from within the prolific intellectual produc-
tion lines of the World Bank, usaId, the asia foundation, the asian devel-
opment Bank (adB), the German organisation for technical Cooperation 
(GtZ), as well as such private grant-making institutions as the ford founda-
tion. these have a significant presence in much of the developing world and, 
because of their financial as well as intellectual resources and clout,10 have 
profoundly affected development planning and internal policy debates in a 
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range of countries. for example, decentralisation featured in a number of the 
‘Letters of Intent’ signed between the Imf and the Indonesian government 
after the asian economic Crisis of 1997/98 as a condition of a long-term 
programme of assistance and loans, although the Imf was always concerned 
that revenue sharing with the regions did not create an unsustainable central 
budget (Buentjen 2000: 14). turner and podger (2003: 15), among others, 
note how various advisers and consultants from GtZ and usaId provided 
significant input to the design of Indonesia’s decentralisation framework. 

some authoritative accounts suggest that input from international de-
velopment organisations played a major role in forging the decentralising 
agenda in the philippines during the period of reforms that immediately fol-
lowed the fall of marcos in 1986.11 this is the case even though prominent 
domestic spokesmen for decentralisation, such as the politician aquilino 
pimentel, Jr., were to also emerge, as did ryaas rasyid in Indonesia. how-
ever, international organisations played a less significant role in the case of 
thailand, where a group of domestic technocrats were the prime movers in 
getting decentralisation clauses prominently placed in the now defunct 1997 
Constitution, and in drafting the 1999 decentralisation act.12 the latter 
was facilitated by the support of the democrat party of then prime minister 
Chuan Lekpai,13 who led a government that was already very much in sync 
with the economic reform agenda promoted in the region by the Imf and 
the World Bank after the asian Crisis. nevertheless, here too, synchronic-
ity with the international good governance reform agenda was married to 
domestic political exigencies: the then ascendant democrat party had geared 
elections for local executive bodies as a means through which it could estab-
lish a stronger local base of voter support and bolster its local machineries 
(nelson 2003: 8).

however, whether or not the localisation of state power through decen-
tralisation policy was primarily driven by external or domestic technocrats 
in southeast asia is not really a key issue. Both kinds of technocrat share 
common assumptions about the largely mutually reinforcing relationship 
between decentralisation, good governance and the advancement of market 
economies. on this basis alone, neo-liberal and neo-institutional develop-
ment thinking has left an indelible mark on the localisation of power in post-
authoritarian southeast asia.

It is therefore appropriate now to consider more fully the ramifications 
of neo-institutionalist thought, as a variant of economic neo-liberalism, 
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on decentralisation policy. It is first necessary to specify the kind of neo- 
institutionalism that is the subject of discussion here. 

the term neo-institutionalism has been associated with a variety of actually 
quite disparate intellectual traditions of scholarship (Zysman 1994; hall and 
taylor 1996; steinmo 2001; sangmpam 2007), in spite of there being some 
common forebears and overlapping interests among them. It should be espe-
cially clear that a distinction is being made between the primarily economic 
neo-institutionalism (which, however, has made major incursions into sociol-
ogy and political science) and the ‘historical institutionalism’ that was revived 
in sociology and political science by the work of evans, skocpol and others in 
the 1980s. the latter was developed further by authors such as pierson (2000) 
and thelen (1999), and adopted to analyse rapid east asian growth in the 
state-centred work of Weiss (1998).14 What is scrutinised here is mainly the 
economics-inspired neo-institutionalism, often described perhaps too nar-
rowly as rational choice institutionalism (steinmo 2001; sangmpam 2007). 

this type of neo-institutionalism should be placed within a broader neo-
liberal orthodoxy that has been ascendant within governments, international 
development agencies and policy think tanks globally for nearly three decades. 
Importantly, its deep influence on shifts in thinking among neo-liberals gen-
erally in the 1980s and 1990s marked a distinct point at which many came to 
reassess their earlier market fundamentalism in ways that take into account 
the role institutions play in getting markets to actually work. 

yet that most important form of neo-institutionalism is simultaneously 
much more than this; it is no less than a school of thought that seeks to 
explain the history, existence and functions of a wide range of institutions 
(government, the law, markets, the family and so on) and social relation-
ships. specifically, it focuses on how institutional frameworks, norms, rules 
and regulations affect human behaviour and societal development. It does so 
by largely adhering to neo-liberal economic principles about the ‘rational-
ity’ of the marketplace, even as it constitutes a partial internal critique of 
neo-liberal thought. thus sociologists partially influenced by the economic 
neo-institutionalism, such as dimaggio and powell (1991), hold that human 
behaviour in modern society can take on ‘irrational’ forms, because they are 
embedded in pre-existing organisational or institutional structures. to be 
sure such sociologists have a greater tendency to speak in terms of a ‘socially 
constructed rationality’ (scott 2005) that to an extent departs from the more 
strictly utility-maximising rationality that imbues neo-institutionalism in its 



25Decentralisation, Development and Democracy

manifestations in economics. In broad terms, however, the neo-institutionalist 
project addresses development in terms of the presence or absence of market 
facilitating institutions and complimentary cultural and behavioural norms; 
not surprisingly, this leads to a proclivity for social engineering and design 
among its proponents.

the neo-institutionalism tied to neo-liberal economics has undoubtedly 
driven the policy objectives of international development organisations, 
think tanks and foundations, as well as the policy agendas of the govern-
ments of leading industrial nations of the ‘north’. But it has become increas-
ingly influential in the wider social science community as well, from which 
development consultants are regularly recruited. this has been possible be-
cause the methodologies of mainstream economics have lately been increas-
ingly absorbed by disciplines like sociology and political science (see fine, 
2001; harriss, 2002)—as demonstrated in the influence of variations of ra-
tional choice or ‘game theory’ across the academic disciplines, as well as a 
particular notion of ‘social capital’, especially as advanced by theorists such 
as robert putnam and James Coleman.15 

Interestingly, in the ‘south’ as well, we see otherwise critical nGo ac-
tivists indirectly provide support for the neo-liberal globalisation agenda as 
it has come to be ‘softened’ by neo-institutionalist appeals for ‘good gover-
nance’ and ‘social capital’, and for public participation of ‘civil society’. the 
philippines scholar and activist rocamora (2000), for example, suggests that 
it is in the interests of international mobile capital now to have authoritarian 
governments in the third World ousted and replaced with democracies that 
espouse new governance practices that are more amenable to international 
investment. a key factor was the end of the Cold War; allegedly, this made 
authoritarian regimes such as existed in the philippines during its height, 
redundant and often a mere barrier to the free movement of capital (for a 
contrasting view, see rodan and hewison 2006). such an idea is of course 
appealing to nGo activists and scholars of a broadly ‘progressive’ political 
inclination in the philippines and elsewhere in southeast asia. 

the way that decentralisation as the manifestation of the localisation of 
power actually takes place requires careful empirical investigation, however. 
this requires a rejection of the notion that governments can just ‘choose’ 
the most appropriate form and pace of decentralisation, as is implied by the 
World Bank.16 In fact, finding the ‘right balance’ of decentralisation in vari-
ous areas of governance, or settling on the right ‘pace’, is almost never largely 
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a matter of rational policy-making or of recognising and implementing  
the best policies. It more fundamentally involves constellations of social power 
and interests, and the outcomes of social conflict. In drawing attention to this 
aspect of the problem, it is not being suggested here that neo-institutionalists 
are unaware that policy-making is entangled in a highly political process of 
contestation. of course they are not. still, neo-institutionalists inspired by 
neo-liberal economics have a marked tendency to invoke politics largely as  
a process whereby rational policy-makers try to neutralise vested interests 
that lie as obstacles to the real business of technocratic weighing of policy 
options. as a consequence, democracy is embraced especially if technocrats/
technopols can preside over policies relatively unimpeded by societal inter-
ests, which might include organised labour or other sources of social demo-
cratic or more radical agendas. such a position has important theoretical as 
well as practical ramifications.

In contrast, it is put forward here that policy-making is fundamentally 
shaped by contests between competing interests, the outcomes of which are 
highly indicative of modes of distribution of power in state and society. such 
a position entails an understanding of neo-institutionalism, not just as an 
intellectual endeavour, but as part of a highly influential and political (even 
if hardly ever made explicit) neo-liberal project of reconstituting state power 
and state/society relations in market-facilitating ways. significantly, there is 
nothing that guarantees that the social agents representing the world view 
and interests of technocratic rationality will prevail in arenas of social con-
flict. perhaps this is why neo-institutionalists have become embroiled in an 
ambiguous relationship with democracy. their emphasis on the political in-
sulation of technocratic policy-making from market-distorting societal pres-
sures (for example, from labour unions or environmental movements) is also 
particularly conspicuous given the supposition that decentralisation paves 
the way for broader public participation in development. 

thus, China can be lauded for having undergone political reform, even  
if this is defined in rather minimalist fashion: strengthening local govern-
ment, ideologically embracing the market, and opening the economy (mon-
tinola, Qian and Weingast 1995: 52). moreover, when explaining the politics of  
China’s economic success, some writing from within the neo-institutionalist 
tradition can draw attention to decentralised institutional configurations 
that are supportive of the market to the extent of highlighting commonalities 
among the contemporary Chinese state, and the american and english states 
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of respectively the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries (Qian and Weingast 
1996), without seriously broaching the presence or absence of democratisa-
tion impulses.

In other words, the theoretical position proposed by neo-institutionalists 
is one that expresses a kind of liberalism that is in many ways highly exclu-
sionary in its political aspects (Jayasuriya 2000). again the obvious problem is 
that the outcomes of representative democracy cannot always be harnessed to 
the requirements of technocracy. hence, Grindle’s otherwise complex analy-
sis of the success and failures of thirty mexican municipal governments ulti-
mately rests on the presence or absence of reformist ‘state entrepreneurs’—
effectively heroic figures who will push through innovations in spite of public 
opposition and the lack of a social base (2007: 11).

as demonstrated in subsequent chapters, the Indonesian case strongly 
suggests that what really matters in terms of social analysis is the system 
of power relations within which decentralisation takes place. In Indonesia, 
neo-liberal governance reform in the shape of decentralisation was already 
‘hi-jacked’ in its early years by a range of local predatory interests.17 In fact, 
decentralisation provided a lifeline for them when the authoritarianism in 
which they were incubated had become no longer tenable. It is no coinci-
dence that in the philippines, too, fervent supporters of decentralisation ac-
knowledge that it had the ‘unintended consequence’ of providing a windfall 
for predatory local bosses and dynastic families, whose power was strength-
ened rather than eroded, as might have been the case if good governance 
practices were to really take hold.18 In thailand as well, decentralisation 
converged with the interests of local predatory forces, which in the context 
of broader democratisation processes arguably enhanced their influence on 
national-level political contests.19

But could the kind of benign ‘democratic decentralisation’ envisaged by 
Crook and manor (1998) take hold in the foreseeable future as Indonesia’s 
new institutions of democratic governance take root? Could benign dem-
ocratic decentralisation, as opposed to one dominated by predatory elites, 
evolve through a more or less natural process once a particular set of insti-
tutional changes have been set in motion, as they have been now? again, the 
same questions could be put forward in the instances of thailand and the 
philippines, although it should be noted that they would sound especially 
strained in the latter case, where the Local Government Code was promul-
gated as early as 1991. from the point of view adopted here, there can be no 
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guarantees; the real questions are whether reformist coalitions of power will 
sweep away already entrenched predatory interests, and from where would 
these coalitions emerge in the first place.

today, most major Indonesian political parties would include a range of 
former apparatchik, military men, entrepreneurs and assorted political op-
erators and enforcers of soeharto’s new order—at both national and lo-
cal levels (robison and hadiz 2004). While political parties and parliaments 
have now become real vehicles of political contestation, a key issue is the 
kind of interests that are embedded within them and, therefore, the kind 
of roles they actually play. as touched upon in a later section of this book, 
Indonesian political parties do not fit the ‘ideal type’ associated—rightly or 
wrongly—with the experiences of Western liberal democracies, and neither 
do their counterparts in post-authoritarian southeast asia generally. 

It should be pointed out that there are instances in which local officials 
in Indonesia have emerged to perform relatively well under difficult circum-
stances.20 still, the comparative rarity with which such instances emerge in-
dicate that the circumstances under which power is gained and maintained 
make it extremely difficult for a genuinely reformist impulse to take hold 
and not dissipate under the pressure of predatory politics. yet, understand-
ing cases that deviate from the norm of predatory ascendancy, if and when 
they do occur, is no doubt important. dasgupta and Beard (2007: 237), thus 
maintain on the basis of field data from five urban and peri-urban commu-
nities in Java that decentralisation has variously produced outright ‘elite 
capture’, considerable democratic self-governance or combinations of both. 
While the finding is very useful, explaining outcomes that may deviate from 
what strongly appears to be the norm across the archipelago also requires 
more systematic attention to issues of contestation and social interest than is 
provided. did reformist coalitions establish themselves in the cases of more 
democratic self-governance, and if so how did they emerge, what are their 
components, and how did they hold sway against local predatory interests 
that were embedded in the broader new order structure of power?21 

In Kebumen in Central Java (Straits Times 8 september 2003), for example, 
a bupati elected in 2000 was reported to have cracked down on local corrup-
tion with some success , so much so that its experience with decentralisation 
and reform was held as being exemplary. significantly, however, even here a 
culture of good governance was not achieved well enough to prevent subse-
quent accusations of electoral fraud and abuse of power when the bupati won 
the re-election in 2005 (Suara Merdeka 13 June 2005). 
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two of the contributors to an otherwise quite grim book edited by 
schulte-nordholt and van Klinken (2007) notably describe cases in which 
decentralisation appears to have resulted in relatively peaceful and prosper-
ous local democracies. these are respectively the cases of Jepara (schiller 
2007), in Java, and north sulawesi (henley, schouten, and ulaen 2007).22 
the editors to the volume explain these as anomalies partly having to do 
with relative local prosperity and peacefulness during the soeharto era 
and the role of entrenched traditional religious elites in maintaining order 
(schulte-nordholt and van Klinken 2007: 27), though the articles are re-
ally suggestive of the need for a more detailed and explicit scrutiny of local 
political topographies. for example, schiller’s own previous detailed work 
(1996) on what he called the new order’s ‘power-house state’ in Jepara, calls 
for a re-examination of what happened, after 1998, to the constituents of the 
system of patronage that underpinned it. 

But it is the case of Jembrana, in Bali, that is perhaps most frequently held 
up as a decentralisation success story. here, a bupati (district head) elected in 
2000 is commonly seen to have effectively pushed for local administrative 
reforms as well as led a drive for economic innovation and entrepreneur-
ship (erawan 2007). What is often forgotten about the Jembrana case, more-
over, is that even this bupati is widely believed to have won power by bribing 
members of the local parliamentary body that voted him into office and later 
pushing for personal control over the local branch of the party that had been 
a source of opposition to his rise. such was the extent that schulte-nordholt 
(2007: 406–407) does not categorise the bupati, Gede Winasa, as an enlight-
ened technocrat, but as a new local strongman.

the evidence for ‘success’ using good governance criteria employed by 
technocrats or of people’s or civil society ‘empowerment’ employed by local-
ist populists commonly residing in nGos is patchy to say the least through-
out most of Indonesia. the case studies discussed in later parts of this book 
are intended to explain why this is so in spite of the general consensus across 
the political spectrum after 1998 for the need for Indonesia to decentralise.

Decentralisation, State and Society

another aspect of the theoretical discussion that requires examination is how 
‘decentralisation’ has become—along with ‘civil society, ‘social capital’ and 
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‘good governance’—an integral part of the contemporary neo-institutionalist 
lexicon that focusses attention on the ‘social’ and ‘human’ aspects of capitalist 
development. as mentioned previously, neo-liberal and neo-institutionalist 
thought suggests that a vibrant civil society contributes to good governance 
and democratisation by ensuring greater public participation in develop-
ment. as the World Bank put it, ‘we now approach economic reforms and the 
development process in a much more decentralized fashion. Individuals and 
various social groups are now seen not only as beneficiaries, but also as active 
forces that support the process of development (World Bank n.d. b). 

from this point of view, the logical consequence of decentralisation is that 
local communities would be in a better position to demand more adequate 
provision of services (Grindle 2007: 12). Local officials are more account-
able and ‘closer’ to these communities and can better identify their needs. as 
harriss, stokke and tornquist (2004: 3) put it, the ‘common assumption is 
that mutually enabling relations between decentralised state institutions, lo-
cal businesses and civil associations will generate economic growth, poverty 
alleviation and good governance’. such an argument provides a seemingly 
appropriate riposte to populist criticism about the socially marginalising ef-
fects of neo-liberal economic globalisation.

this faith in civil society and political participation, however, has some 
definite limits. a different World Bank-sponsored document declares that: 
‘the success of decentralisation frequently depends heavily on training for 
both national and local officials in decentralized administration’ (decentral-
ization thematic team n.d.). this distinct ‘training for success’ explanation 
underscores that local governance reform must be enforced by technocratic 
and managerialist interests constructed within the state bureaucracy. thus 
‘successes’ cannot really depend on vital elements within broader civil soci-
ety after all. 

In keeping with this perspective, a usaId document on decentralisation 
in Indonesia states that ‘local governments have little experience with par-
ticipatory self-rule and will need assistance to create adequate mechanisms 
for participation, transparency and accountability’. these local governments 
are also recognised to have only ‘limited technical capacities, particularly to 
perform functions that have been provided by central agencies’; thus, ‘they 
will need assistance to demonstrate to citizens that autonomy does lead to 
improvements in services and the environment’. the document adds that 
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‘particular attention will be paid to ensure women’s participation and con-
cerns are included at all levels’ (usaId 2000: 18).

What is especially astonishing is that there is no mention of the lack of 
influence of local environmental lobbies, or the only limited clout of the 
women’s movement in Indonesia. nor is there acknowledgement of how in 
the Indonesian context, large domestic and foreign corporations can simply 
ignore environmental regulators, or that young female workers in low-wage 
manufacturing industries continue to face harassment and violent intimida-
tion as they attempt to exercise their legally guaranteed right to organise. 
that such politically marginalised female workers will substantively ‘partici-
pate’ in decentralised development is assumed, without explaining how this 
might come about in the context of very unequal relations of power. 

Given all the above, there are sound reasons to question the underlying 
assumptions about the link among decentralisation, good governance and 
civil society participation as understood in the neo-institutionalist literature, 
especially, but not exclusively, that produced by international development 
organisations. the following section therefore offers a closer examination of 
the ways in which the-neo-institutionalist literature proposes the existence 
of such a link.

c i v i l  s o c i e t y ,  s o c i a l  c a p i t a l  a n d  p u b l i c  p a r t i c i p a t i o n

particularly through the work of putnam (1993; 2000), social capital has be-
come an ever more important part of neo-institutionalist thinking about 
civil society’s role in the decentralisation process. as is well known, the so-
cial capital discourse emphasises the common norms and values that create 
‘trust’ among development actors as well as between those who govern and 
are governed.23 decentralisation is believed to be particularly helpful in set-
ting the institutional environment for the nurturance of the social capital 
necessary for a vibrant civil society that can work together constructively 
with governments. thus, the World Bank, too, has come to develop major 
social capital-inspired policy initiatives (fine 2002: 220). 

a too rarely acknowledged but contentious problem is the very concept of 
civil society that is utilised. following the tocquevillian tradition adhered 
to by putnam, the Bank tacitly assumes a civil society defined by a homog-
eneous, common set of fundamental interests and values, generated by au-
tonomous associational life, while academics like diamond have stressed the 



Decentralisation, Development and Democracy32

democratic and rule of law-oriented culture that should arise out of civic 
activity (diamond 1994). a counterweight to state power, pro-market and 
democratic values should emerge from a vital civil society to promote ‘tol-
erance, moderation and a willingness to compromise’ (diamond 1994: 8), 
according to such views. they sit uncomfortably, however, with the usually 
existing reality of competing interests within civil society itself and discrep-
ancies of access to wealth and power which is often rooted in class structures. 
they also do not accord with the finding that important sections of civil so-
ciety may be profoundly anti-democratic or anti-market (rodan 1996: 4–5; 
see also White 1994) including,24 ironically, the bourgeoisie and the middle 
class, which on the basis of assumptions most established in the classic work 
by Lipset (1959), are conventionally put forward as modernising and demo-
cratically inclined.

as fine (2001) reminds us, ‘social capital’ actually began its life as part of a 
critique of the cultural aspects of class inequalities in contemporary capitalism 
(Bourdieu 1986) but was soon appropriated by the followers of theorists such 
as the economist Becker (1996), the sociologist Coleman (1988) and the politi-
cal scientist putnam (1993, 2000). the main purpose of ‘social capital’ at pres-
ent appears to be to conceptually downgrade the importance of social conflict 
and the dynamics of unequal power relations in determining the development 
trajectories of societies. social capital in its most well-known manifestations, 
therefore, has become an essential part of the wider technocratic project of 
conceptually depoliticising development itself (fine 2001; harriss, 2002). 

In this respect, the functionality of social capital is to privilege the nor-
mative bonds assumed to be present in well-adjusted societies, and to cast 
social conflict as aberrations much in the same way as 1950s and 1960s so-
ciological theories of the modernisation mould used to privilege social equi-
librium. What has thus transpired is the successful reformulation of ‘civil 
society’ by neo-liberal and neo-institutionalist thought by way of a link to 
the intellectually spurious but attractive notion of social capital. fukuyama 
(1999), for example, states that: ‘an abundant stock of social capital is pre-
sumably what produces a dense civil society, which in turn has been almost 
universally seen as a necessary condition for modern liberal democracy’). as 
a consequence, civil society—actually an arena of struggle between compet-
ing interests—becomes conceptually sterilised and sanitised.

It is true that the Bank defines civil society as the space among family, 
market and state consisting of ‘not-for-profit organizations and special inter-
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est groups, either formal or informal, working to improve the lives of their 
constituents’ (World Bank 2000: 10). In this way, an array of organisations—
research and policy design organisations, labour unions, the media, nGos, 
grassroots associations, community-based organisations, religious groups and 
many others—can be placed within this definition as ‘typical examples of the 
actors that comprise the dynamic web known as civil society’ (World Bank 
2000: 10). still, there remains too little recognition that the so-called ‘dy-
namic web’ may embody a range of interests that are mutually antagonistic—
of the powerful and the exploited—that may promote or resist good gover-
nance reforms.

the point is that by painting a picture of civil society free of fundamen-
tal contradictions, it can be overlooked that democracy, public participa-
tion, accountability and social and economic rights are all historically tied to 
the outcome of the struggles of social forces and interests; that they are not 
simply the product of intentional policy design. Liberal democratic regimes 
in the West, for example, are undoubtedly the product of wrenching social 
change over centuries, coloured by often violent and bloody confrontations, 
not the least between labour and capital. the neo-institutionalist view, how-
ever, would ‘hold out the prospect of a democracy with substance and depth 
but without political competition or conflict between different social groups 
and classes’. for the World Bank a conflict-free democracy ‘created through 
the crafting of local organisations and facilitated by nGos’ is a condition 
for good governance and economic development (harriss, stokke and torn-
quist 2004: 8).

the rise of ‘social capital’ is indicative of the enhanced status of public 
participation in the mainstream developmental discourse. a glowing assess-
ment of decentralisation policy in the philippines thus claims that the 1991 
Local Government Code there has been responsible for greater public par-
ticipation in development, as well as rising levels of public accountability and 
greater local control over local resources. But the story is obviously not a 
simple linear one, for besides the presence of a more mature civil society, 
the author acknowledges the continuing salience of predatory local politi-
cal bosses, who regularly deploy ‘guns, goons and gold’, in the post-marcos 
era. still he holds out hope that a more ‘modern’ and ‘technocratic’ elite will 
eventually arise out of their families (rood 1998)—pointing to the case of 
the son of a notorious old local boss who is ‘an american-educated sophisti-
cate quite at home with technocratic modes of governance’.
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away from southeast asia, a broad survey of decentralisation and democra-
tisation in southern africa by Wunch is quite instructive and thus worthy of 
mention. It cites studies that show how ‘democracy must be rooted in func-
tioning local, participatory self-governance institutions’. It points to ‘untapped 
local capacity to make collective choices and take collective action’. at the 
same time, however, Wunch notes that ‘experiments’ in local governance and 
democracy in virtually every place in africa he mentions has met with fail-
ure. the way out of the quandary is to suggest that these failures are rooted 
in ‘specific policy choices and strategies pursued by african governments’, 
including deliberate withholding of resources from ‘local entities’ (Wunch 
1998). But why were the policy choices and strategies made, and what made 
them more possible than others? What was concretely at stake? What was the 
specific constellation of power and interests that made it difficult for others to 
challenge these policy choices? 

these same questions could of course be readily transferred to the south-
east asian experience. rocamora (2000), for example, believes that decen-
tralisation in the philippines, specifically the Local Government Code of 
1991, opened up new political space for progressive movements. ‘people’s 
organisations’ and nGos are now in a better position to genuinely strive to 
empower society’s politically and economically marginalised, according to 
his assessment. one important innovation has been the building of a politi-
cal party vehicle to directly contest power via elections by these movements.

Insofar as the efforts described by rocamora are successful, they point to 
the fact that it is necessary for coherent, reformist or progressive social and 
political coalitions to exist—and successfully contest processes that might 
otherwise only result in new space for established local elites. But there are 
real structural impediments that must be overcome. thus, hutchcroft, also 
writing on the philippines after marcos, emphasises the existence of old po-
litical clans that dominate the institutions of representative government, and 
elections that are marred by money politics and intimidation. he points to 
the ‘the enormous expense of running for election’ that serves as an ‘effec-
tive barrier to the entrance of reformist forces into the political arena’, and 
that ‘many so-called new faces often retain strong connections to old centers 
of power’ (hutchcroft 1998b). this observation is highly relevant to the case 
of post-authoritarian Indonesia, as we shall see. 

In other words, the crafting of democratic institutions of public partici-
pation, while important, is not sufficient. this is seen clearly in the other 
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post-authoritarian southeast asian case, thailand. here, the 1997 Consti-
tution (abrogated after the september 2006 military coup against thaksin) 
stipulated a decentralised structure of governance that contradicted the logic 
of the famed ‘bureaucratic polity’ (riggs 1966)—though it should be noted 
that it had already been undermined progressively with the emergence of 
local politicos over the decades (sombat 2000). democratisation, especially 
after the 1992 public uprising against the military, was accompanied by a 
drive to more formally decentralise power from Bangkok, and to create new 
local administrative entities endowed with greater power and responsibilities 
(patpui 1999). as the asian development Bank put it, the aim of decentrali-
sation in thailand was to ‘reconfigure the political, legislative, judicial and 
administrative machinery of government.’25

as in post-soeharto Indonesia, the expectation was that successful decen-
tralisation would make governance in thailand ‘more decentralized and par-
ticipatory’ and induce government institutions at all levels to become ‘more 
transparent, accountable and responsive’ (adB 1999: 7). But of course there 
were to be structural impediments. these included a ‘number of influential 
forces have a vested interest in the status quo’, as well as the presence of ‘fierce 
bureaucratic resistance to the decentralisation initiatives envisioned in the 
constitution, and widespread perceptions of corruption’ (adB 1999: 7). an-
other obvious obstacle was the widespread practice of vote buying, especially 
in rural areas where politics remains an exclusive sphere dominated by ‘strong-
men’, notable families and informal networks of patronage (see arghiros 2001; 
nelson 2005). thus even the modes of political participation involved in the 
local workings of democracy could be tied to the persistence of corruption, 
another issue with which the neo-institutionalist literature on decentralisa-
tion and good governance is concerned, but finds difficult to resolve.

d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n  a n d  c o r r u p t i o n

Besides civil society empowerment, it was already mentioned that decentrali-
sation is also linked conceptually with corruption eradication in the neo-
institutionalist literature (e.g. fisman and Gatti 2002). fjeldstad (2003) notes 
the widely-held assumption that decentralisation would bring the govern-
ment ‘closer to the people’; hence, it would help discipline the state, resulting 
in the improvement of ‘service delivery’ as well as the decline of corruption.26 
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he also notes, however, that there is little empirical evidence to support this 
assumption across cases.

 today Indonesia has the well-deserved reputation for being one of the 
most corrupt countries in the world. In fact, transparency International listed 
Indonesia as the joint third most corrupt country in the world in its 2001 sur-
vey and joint-fourth in 2002, although improvements were ‘achieved’ in 2003 
when Indonesia took position 122 out of the 133 countries surveyed, and posi-
tion 130 out of 163 countries in 2006. the philippines stood respectively at 
positions 92 and 121 in 2003 and 2006, while thailand stood at 70 and 63.27 

Long-term observers of Indonesia or corruption issues in general will not 
be surprised by these results. In 2000, for example, the hong Kong-based 
political and economic risk Consultancy (perC) showed that expatriates 
working in asia viewed Indonesia as the most corrupt country in the con-
tinent (Kompas 23 march 2000). Indeed, Indonesian government data show 
that the state lost some rp 22 trillion (us$2.35 billion) in nearly 1,200 cor-
ruption cases from January 2002 to april 2004 (Jakarta Post 18 June 2004).28 
It is impossible to ascertain the number of cases that go unreported in the 
sprawling archipelago, and therefore, this must be considered a very conser-
vative estimate. 

It should be recalled, however, that rampant corruption in Indonesia is 
hardly a post-soeharto phenomenon. In fact, Indonesia did not rate much 
better under the new order, which was often praised by international devel-
opment agencies for its economic performance. transparency International, 
for example, ranked Indonesia at position 80 out of 85 countries surveyed in 
1998 (Wee 2002: 5),29 the year soeharto was finally toppled.

understandably, a major fear is that rampant corruption will deter much-
needed investment, especially of the foreign kind, given that Indonesia still 
struggles to re-emerge from the ruins of the asian economic Crisis of 1997/98 
(Winters 2000). While corruption and cronyism were notoriously unbridled 
in the soeharto era, the key difference is that corruption now is especially 
unpredictable. If foreign investors easily accommodated the more predictable 
form of corruption, they are less keen about today’s more decentralised form. 
of course this is not surprising; no less than max Weber (1978: 240, 1095) 
had famously recognised the importance of the predictability of corruption 
for business at the much earlier development of capitalism in europe.

Instead of necessarily creating conditions favourable for investment, the 
newly decentralised and unpredictable form of corruption may promote new 
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business uncertainty. this is why no less than Indonesian Vice-president 
Jusuf Kalla, himself a prominent businessman, warned local administrations 
against adopting policies of increasing local revenue through levies on busi-
ness. he was responding to a study that found that 30 per cent of these would 
lead to ‘high-cost economies’, as well as a survey in which ‘24 per cent of 5184 
respondents in 214 regencies and cities complained about business distor-
tions’ caused by local government edicts. these edicts, as we shall see, have 
been particularly controversial because of the perception that corruption has 
particularly grown at the local level of governance, leading one seasoned In-
donesian observer to declare that ‘people got nothing out of autonomy, while 
local officials got rich.’30 significantly, the survey also showed that businesses 
had to bear the burden of illegal payment demanded by ‘security forces, the 
courts, social organizations and mobsters’ amounting to ‘6.81 percent of total 
production costs’ (Jakarta Post 21 march 2005); many will rightly regard this 
as a rather conservative estimate. so rather than inducing the kind of healthy 
competition between localities envisaged by authors writing on China like 
Qian and Weingast (1996), decentralisation has produced local governments, 
armed with greater autonomy in various spheres, such as taxation (Lin, tao 
and Liu 2006: 324), that provide sustenance for predatory interests.

the World Bank has of course long suggested policy and institutional 
frameworks that are crucial to the successful eradication of corruption.31 a 
World Bank-sponsored compilation on fighting corruption in asia (Bhargava 
and Bolongaita 2004) concludes by recommending a fairly uniform set of 
policy measures geared toward strengthening institutions tasked with curb-
ing and monitoring corruption, while also inviting civil society participation. 
Clearly, in the case of asia, the emphasis on constructing anti-corruption 
institutional frameworks is a direct response to the asian economic Crisis 
of 1997/98, which has been portrayed as being triggered fundamentally by 
corruption and market-distorting policy choices. Given that Indonesia’s ex-
perience of the crisis was uniformly regarded as the worst, it is little surprise 
that curbing corruption has been at the front of the reform agenda pertain-
ing to Indonesia.

While anti-corruption institutions have now been established in Indone-
sia, the outcomes of Indonesia’s reformasi contests described earlier constrain 
their effectiveness. not surprisingly, entrenched predatory interests have 
had some success in resisting measures to monitor and constrain corruption, 
which dick (2002: 71–86) calls the ‘new frontier in social engineering’. some 
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of the worst offenders among new order tycoons, bureaucrats and politicos 
thus remain unscathed by anti-corruption probes, in spite of some notable 
convictions. In such a context, decentralisation may only ‘multiply existing 
opportunities for corruption’ as well as offer ‘unrestrained possibilities of 
wealth accumulation’ (harris 2003: 62) on the part of bureaucrats and crimi-
nals alike. In fact the line of differentiation between the two could become 
exceedingly blurred. 

the recent experience of the philippines is particularly instructive given 
the high hopes that inevitably accompanied ‘people power’ in 1986, not just 
in terms of democratisation but also eradicating corruption and cronyism. 
hayllar shows that institutional changes did not loosen the hold on power 
of traditional economic and political elites, despite the stated intentions. de-
centralisation resulted instead in ‘the institutionalisation and considerable 
enlargement of pork-barrel funds necessary to maintain congressional and 
elite support for the government’s reforms’ (hayllar 2003: 257). the system 
of patronage fuelled by corruption was, therefore, actually perpetuated by 
decentralisation, as privatisation and deregulation policies provided new 
rent-seeking opportunities for predatory elites. 

Given rising local corruption accompanying decentralisation in Indone-
sia, much attention is now being paid to corrupt practices by local officials. 
such local corruption often relates to contests for control over the local state 
machinery and resources, as well as developing potential bases for localised 
predatory networks of patronage. In the process, it has also involved a mis-
allocation of local government budgets for private gain by local politicos. 
It was estimated in late 2001, for example, that 40 per cent of central gov-
ernment subsidies to the regions under a fiscal assistance scheme had been  
misappropriated—and this less than one year after the official implementa-
tion of local autonomy (Kompas 27 november 2001).32 

Re-Politicising Decentralisation

the discussion above suggests that largely depoliticised accounts of actu-
ally messy and contradictory decentralisation processes are being produced 
in the intellectually predominant accounts written from within the neo-
institutionalist perspective inspired by neo-liberal economics. however, the 
problems of institutional design, civil society participation and corruption 
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eradication, to name a few, are those that cannot be treated adequately on 
the basis of politically sanitised narratives. 

the point to be made here is that neo-institutionalists inevitably are of-
ten trumped by the very power relationships that they would like to wish 
away with theory. this is because the agenda of democratic decentralisation, 
whose broad outlines may have been drawn by technocratic experts, has 
frequently been usurped by decidedly non-technocratic interests that may 
only selectively engage with neo-liberal inspired governance reforms. these 
could be even threatened by good governance reforms that demand trans-
parency, as will be shown in more detail in the case of post-authoritarian 
Indonesia—even if they are advantaged by other facets of decentralisation. 

such an observation paves the way for a more realistic, and overtly politi-
cal, understanding of why decentralisation in Indonesia has failed thus far to 
achieve its stated aims, and in the process sideline those that champion the 
worldview of ‘technocratic rationality’. It also allows for the incorporation of 
important insights from other experiences, such as that of thailand and the 
philippines, to help explain the trajectory that Indonesia is presently on and 
the social and political outcomes of the localisation of power. 

another implication of the above analysis is that because decentralisation 
is primarily about contestation of power, rather than technical policy-making, 
its course is hardly ever linear; there can remain strong tensions between cen-
tralising and decentralising impulses over long periods. thus, one ambition 
of the demised thaksin government33 in thailand was to recentralise state 
power, involving renewed efforts to exert control over, or absorb, the local 
politico-economic alliances that had particularly thrived in the 1980s and 
1990s.34 In other words, even after decentralisation has been set in motion, it 
might still be partially rolled back, as appears to be the case to some extent in 
Indonesia today—to the detriment of ambitious local politicos who thought 
their fortunes were to be continually rising.
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Indonesia, thailand and the philippines make up the three major post- 
authoritarian southeast asian societies in which the localisation of power 
has emerged as a key part of debates about democratisation and governance. 
In all three cases, decentralisation policy has been instituted as an ostensi-
bly key pillar of reform, although the outcomes have been contentious and 
ambivalent. on the one hand, these cases have been featured in the varied 
and voluminous literature on ‘democratic transitions’ and technocratic ‘good 
governance’ reform; on the other hand, they have been included too in the 
literature on the resilience of predatory local elites. 

several issues are grappled with in this chapter. first, what could the In-
donesian experience with decentralisation and, more broadly, the southeast 
asian, contribute to our understanding of the driving forces behind the lo-
calisation of power in post-authoritarian societies? What could they tell us 
about the factors that may prohibit the emergence of the kind of ‘democratic 
decentralisation’, characterised ‘accountability’ and ‘transparency’, as under-
stood in the neo-institutionalist literature? What is the role of technocratic 
‘modernising elites’ on the one hand, and what is often referred to as preda-
tory local bossism, on the other, in the concrete struggles pertaining to the 
localisation of power, according to the experience of Indonesia and other 
post-authoritarian southeast asian societies? 

the post-authoritarian Context 
technocratic ambitions and  
the Challenge of predatory power

Chapter Two
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In spite of important differences as products of distinct histories, post- 
authoritarian southeast asian societies share features that demonstrate se-
rious problems in envisaging the replacement of authoritarian regimes with 
liberal forms of democratic governance, certainly in any ‘rationally’ and tech-
nocratically engineered manner. Instead, they tend to show how old interests 
or such un-civil forces as predatory local notables and political gangsters may 
find a strong niche in or even usurp the democratisation and decentralisation 
processes when circumstances allow. they therefore indicate the limits of en-
gineered processes of institution and capacity building that take place within 
certain terrains of power. such observations are crucial to a deeper understand-
ing of the ‘successes’ and ‘failures’ of decentralisation in post-authoritarian 
contexts. In particular, the case of Indonesia, which has undergone substantial 
transformations in the sphere of governance institutions since 1998, provides 
ample evidence to support an analysis that privileges power, interests and con-
testation over technocratic institutional crafting. 

Post-Authoritarian Trajectories

as is well known, an international literature on ‘democratic transitions’, in-
cluding the ‘crafting’ of ‘democratic institutions’, grew quite spectacularly 
after the 1980s (see munck 2001) and continues to develop even today. some 
of the most influential works on the subject can be attributed to such schol-
ars as o’donnell and schmitter (1986), Linz and stepan (1996), huntington 
(1991) and di palma (1990). though the starting point was democratisation 
in southern europe in the 1970s and Latin america in the 1980s, the lit-
erature soon came to deal with the experiences of post-communist eastern 
europe/Central asia (see mcfaul 2002) and later, the globalising capitalist 
economies of east and southeast asia (see Johannen and Gomez 2001). a 
central characteristic of the literature is the concern with how benign elite 
pacts could emerge in very fluid situations following the fall of authoritarian 
or totalitarian regimes, and how they might give rise to lasting institutions 
of democratic governance. especially for the east european post-communist 
cases, a major concern has been the relationship between ‘transitions to de-
mocracy’ and the nurturing of capitalist market economies (see haggard and 
Kaufman 1995; przeworski 1991). 
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though remaining influential,1 the assumptions and approaches of ‘tran-
sitionists’ or of ‘transitology’ are now being placed under more scrutiny than 
before. notwithstanding the privileged position still held by ideas like ‘de-
mocracy promotion’ within governments like that of the united states and by 
extension, many international development organisations, the 1980s eupho-
ria concerning waves of democratisation—accompanying globalisation and 
market-friendly economic reforms—had somewhat abated by the beginning 
of the twenty-first century. thus, thomas Carothers of the Carnegie en-
dowment for International peace in Washington, dC, writes about the ‘end 
of the transition paradigm’ (2002). he notes with conviction that ‘reality is 
no longer conforming to the model’ and that ‘it is time to recognise that the 
transition paradigm has outlived its usefulness’ (2002:6). one of his main la-
ments is the disingenuousness with which transition authors had categorised 
a host of countries as being on the way to democracy in the 1980s and 1990s; 
he suggests only a small minority of them today can be unambiguously la-
belled ‘democratic’. With regard to Indonesia, one vociferous critic, schulte-
nordholt (2004: 29), has labelled the use of the transitions paradigm as ‘out-
dated sociology’.

Writing on Chile, posner critiques the fixation among ‘transitologists’ 
with elite pacts. he notes that whether or not it is acknowledged, the par-
ticipants in such pacts represent sets of concrete social and economic inter-
ests, and that any ‘institutional crafting’ of the new ‘rules of the game’ that 
ensues will inevitably reflect this. he points out too that there is no real 
reason to assume that ‘pacted democracies’ will incrementally become more 
broad-based or accountable, or result in more equitably shared power. In 
fact, elite pacts may result in institutional arrangements that hinder such a 
development because they are against the interests of the dominant partici-
pants (posner 1999: 63). such observations are very relevant in particular to 
the case of post-authoritarian Indonesia and issues related to the localisation 
of power, as we shall see more clearly below.

In this book, the messy and often volatile changes in Indonesian politics 
and society are not seen as a characteristic of any transitional stage to an idea-
lised democratic form. It is proposed, following robison and hadiz (2004; also 
see hadiz 2003), that the patterns and essential dynamics of the exercise of so-
cial, economic and political power have more or less been established, and will 
remain relatively unaltered in the foreseeable future. this is a direct prod-
uct of the fact that old oligarchic and predatory interests were not overcome 
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by reformasi but managed to reinvent themselves as democrats and reform-
ers and then preside over newly constructed institutions of governance. the 
presence of predatory elites and a variety of local bossisms, the rise of money 
politics and notable tendencies toward political thuggery are therefore not the 
symptoms of the ‘growing pains’ of a society whose political development was 
stunted by decades of authoritarianism. they are essential characteristics of 
the logic of an (illiberal) type of democracy, variations of which can be found 
in the philippines, thailand and in many other post-authoritarian situations, 
and which have now become well entrenched. the consequence is that Indo-
nesia is following a well-traversed historical trajectory that differs significantly 
from that associated with the entrenchment of liberal or social democracy.

nevertheless, Indonesia has been at the core of recent discussions about 
‘democratic transitions’—not just as represented in the academic literature 
(see various chapters in Budiman, hatley and Kingsley, 1999; Liddle 2001; 
aspinall 2005a) but also in the more technocratic kind spawned by experts 
based in international development agencies or consulting institutions (see 
usaId 2000; also see Bjornlund 2000).2 In fact the discussion on demo-
cratic transitions in Indonesia depicts the ease with which the assumptions 
of ‘transitology’ and neo-institutionalist good governance can be combined. 

In response to the fact that local elections from 1999 tended to produce lo-
cal governments that were unresponsive to local needs and thrived on money 
politics, turner and podger (2003), for example, suggested the need to revamp 
the electoral system by making heads of local executive bodies directly elected 
by the local electorate, rather than the local parliament, as was the practice 
until new legislation requiring direct elections started being implemented in 
2005. they also suggested that a system that had more district-based features 
might make elected members of local parliaments more accountable to those 
who elect them. however, governors and mayors have long been directly 
elected in the philippines (as they have been in Indonesia since 2005), as is 
well known, and both thailand and the philippines have electoral systems 
that have strong district-based features; yet, money politics obviously abound 
in both cases. therefore, what seems to be more important than electoral and 
institutional reforms per se is the context within which they take place.

But the product of generous infusions of neo-institutionalism into transi-
tology has significant implications, especially in relation to the strategies of 
international development organisations. a usaId document thus describes 
part of its activity in Indonesia for the year 2004 in the following manner:3
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usaId will provide technical assistance and training to the national legis-
lature and political parties to enable them to become effective agents of 
democratic reform. technical experts will work directly with legislative com-
missions deliberating key pieces of legislation, including bills on freedom of 
information and justice sector reform. training will be provided to office-
holders, youth groups, and women’s groups of political parties. the training 
will strengthen internal democratic features of the parties, including how to 
make the parties more responsive, policy-driven and able to communicate di-
rectly with their constituencies.

What is overlooked in the usaId document is that the kind of groups 
that have coalesced in Indonesian political parties may not have a genuine 
vested interest in governance reforms that would make them more account-
able to the citizenry and place restrictions on predatory, rent-seeking oppor-
tunities. moreover, being ‘policy-driven’ is not necessarily compatible with 
the persistent interest in rent-seeking. the key point to keep in mind is that 
the demise of authoritarianism in Indonesia—as was the case in the other 
southeast asian societies—did not produce any kind of clear liberal victory. 
as mcfaul (2002: 225) states in a useful internal critique of the transitions 
literature in relation to the former communist bloc, ‘if powerful democrats 
draft the rules, it does not matter what electoral system is adopted or whether 
a parliamentary or presidential system is adopted’.4

helping to ensure such persistence of predatory politics in democratic In-
donesia is the continued marginalisation of cohesively liberal, social demo-
cratic, or more radical social forces from the processes of political contesta-
tion. this is partly indicated in the fact that in just six years after soeharto’s 
fall, the former state party of the new order, Golkar, had already regained its 
status as the country’s premier political organisation. Winning the presiden-
tial poll in 2004 was a former senior new order general, although one whose 
reputation is not nearly as sullied as that of the majority of his peers. the 
vice-president that emerged from the same poll is part of a group of business-
men that gained much from new order patronage of pribumi (indigenous)-
owned enterprises in the 1980s (see pangaribuan 1995) and is head of Golkar. 
Indonesia’s new regional representation Council (dpd), resulting from a 
major Constitutional amendment and modelled to a degree on the american 
senate (though much less powerful), came to be led by Ginandjar Kartasas-
mita.5 Implicated in corruption scandals, he was no less than one of soehar-
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to’s most important economic aides outside of the so-called ‘Berkeley mafia’. 
down to the local level, in fact, one finds that a range of former new or-
der petty apparatchik and state-connected entrepreneurs or gangsters have 
achieved pre-eminent status in local politics (see Chapter 4). 

further complicating the analysis of Indonesian democratisation is the 
fact that the military has not been completely eliminated from politics na-
tionally or locally. though it has had to give up seats previously automati-
cally allocated in national as well as local parliamentary bodies, military 
commanders are still able to engage locally in political and business alliances 
on the basis of the so-called territorial command structure, which provides 
for a military counterpart to each level of civilian governance (see mietzner 
2003). nico schulte-nordholt (n.d.) proposes that decentralisation has fa-
cilitated corrupt practices on the part of local military commands, especially 
in resource-rich areas like Kalimantan and papua, while Jun honna (2005) 
argues that in line with the need of each local/regional military command 
to remain financially viable, military commanders have had the tendency to 
enter into accommodations and alliances with locally or regionally ascendant 
political parties. It should be remembered that many of these military com-
mands have long been involved in illicit economic activities (for example, in 
illegal logging, human trafficking, drugs and prostitution); therefore, they 
have an interest to continue working with local gangsters, businesspeople 
and officials to ensure that money continues to flow into the local military 
coffers (honna 2005: 3–5). 

again, Indonesia’s situation is not unique. the collapse of the soviet 
union, for example, was followed by the emergence of a russian federation 
within which party competition and parliamentary politics have been prom-
inent. for quite some time, studies of russia’s ‘transition’ tended to closely 
look at the degree to which institutions of democracy, like legislative bodies, 
had developed and matured (e.g. hahn 1996). as in Indonesia, however, the 
new salience of such institutions did not rule out the repositioning of old 
ruling party apparatchik in new positions of power, or the rise of political 
gangsters as powerful officials or as rulers of thriving politically-connected 
business empires. 

thus, it is incorrect to present the main lines of conflict in russia as being 
between conservative, backward-looking survivors of the soviet nomenclatura 
and a business ‘oligarchy’ representing ‘free market’ interests. the business 
oligarchs, who are far from being champions of the free market, infamously 
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made their huge fortunes by politically usurping the process of privatisation 
in the 1990s (oversloot 2006). moreover, many present-day russian tycoons 
were also the field operators of the old soviet regime, acting as functionaries 
of such organisations as the Communist youth League.6 the very genesis of 
the post-soviet tycoons therefore was at the intersection between politico-
bureaucratic power and business, and riddled with all kinds of criminal in-
fluences. organised crime, already in existence during soviet times, grew 
and proliferated with the rise of russian capitalism and the corruption that 
characterises business and state relations (e.g. Lynch 2005).7 such develop-
ments in democratic russia can be viewed as having been directly affected 
by the social configuration of power that existed during the late soviet era.

the legacy of authoritarianism is one aspect of the problem that certainly 
requires a significant degree of emphasis in the case of Indonesia. Immedi-
ately following the fall of soeharto, the social forces that were not directly 
nurtured by the new order and, therefore, would possibly have an interest 
in challenging the system of predatory capitalism that it forged (for example, 
sections of the liberal intelligentsia and professional groups in society, or the 
politically marginalised working class or peasantry) were not able to orga-
nise and develop into a coherent social force. this in turn allowed for the 
continued ascendance of many of the elements of the ancien regime—who 
were always more organised, coherent and endowed with material resources 
in the first place—in the context of an illiberal form of democracy that was 
mainly to be run by the logic of money politics. In a nutshell, these elements 
were better positioned than others in taking advantage of the opening up of 
Indonesian politics after 1998.

In this regard, another of mcfaul’s observations about eastern europe 
and Central asia after the fall of the soviet union seems to be quite relevant. 
according to mcfaul, democracy only emerged out of the ruins of the so-
viet union when there had been a clear political defeat of the forces of the 
ancien regime by strongly reformist interests, while new dictatorships have 
resulted from the alternate situation (mcfaul 2002). although no new dic-
tatorship has emerged in Indonesia, a core argument made by robison and 
hadiz (2004) is that the constituents of the ancien regime in Indonesia were 
much less than unambiguously defeated, and certainly not replaced by any 
coherent liberal or reformist coalition. 

In the philippines, another icon of the Cold War, the anti-communist 
dictator ferdinand marcos, was dramatically toppled more than a decade be-
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fore soeharto. here, the broad-based political opposition in 1986 benefited 
from having relatively sustained organisational activity over the years, ow-
ing to the authoritarian regime’s comparative lack of success in domesticat-
ing sources of political dissent. the latter is partly shown in the fact that 
the marcos regime continued to confront substantial armed insurrections 
on the part of both communist rural-based forces and of moro separatism 
while in power and lacked authority over swathes of territory where such 
insurgencies were prominent. 

Boudreau observes, however, that the celebrated people power movement 
of 1986 displayed the important role of social and economic elites which in-
cluded politicians and entrepreneurs who presided over social movement or-
ganisations. for this reason, ‘elite activists’, as Boudreau terms them, never 
feared that social protest ‘would have socially revolutionary consequences’ 
(see Boudreau 2004: 187; also see thompson 1995) in the sense of radically 
redistributing power and wealth in society. not surprisingly, the local po-
litical dynasties that were subordinated to marcos when state power became 
more centralised under martial law subsequently found new opportunities 
to reclaim the privileged social and political positions they had enjoyed, un-
der the subsequent money-politics run democracy typically presented as be-
ing characterised by the salience of ‘goons, guns and gold’. In other words, 
the sway that elite families hold over local politics in the philippines was 
strengthened by democratisation and the 1990s turn to decentralisation. 
moreover, hedman (2006) notes that more recent, post-authoritarian, civil 
society-based mobilisations against dominant oligarchic groups have fre-
quently elicited counter-mobilisations spurred by conservative elements, op-
erating with equal vigour in the name of a civil society—which by now has 
amply displayed its heterogeneity and internal contradictions. 

democratisation in thailand has also been beset with problems that are 
eerily similar in several respects, especially in relation to the features of 
sub-national politics. Like in Indonesia, but with a degree of violence more 
closely approximating that of the philippines, local politics long became the 
preserve of local strongmen and notable families and their informal networks 
of patronage, or phuak (nelson 2005). this is in spite of any criticism that 
one might advance against the stereotyping of thai local political figures 
(see nishizaki 2006) in the style of the godfather-like chao pho. In the thai 
context, decentralisation policy further entrenched the social and political 
position of predatory local notables rather than empower local citizenries. 
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In Indonesia, the system of power that came to replace the heavily cen-
tralised and authoritarian ‘new order’ had already developed the following 
features within just a few years (see hadiz 2004b: 619):

1) the decentralisation of power from the presidency to political parties 
and to parliament. 

2) the rise of political parties mainly as expressions of shifting alliances 
of predatory interests, primarily those incubated by the new order.

3) the decentralisation of power from Jakarta to the regions and the as-
sociated new importance of local offices such as that of bupati (regent) 
or town mayor, and of party branches and parliaments at the local level.

4) the emergence of decentralised, overlapping and diffused patronage 
networks built on the basis of competition for access and control over 
national and local institutions and resources.

5) the rise of political fixers, entrepreneurs and enforcers previously en-
trenched at the lower layers of the new order’s system of patronage.

6) the related emergence of hooligans and thugs organised in party mi-
litia and paramilitary forces, many of which have taken over some of 
the functions of the security forces proper. 

Given the above, one could rightly ask from where the social base of sup-
port for the neo-liberal/neo-institutionalist agenda of reforms would emerge 
as it concerns decentralisation in post-authoritarian societies like Indonesia 
(or the philippines and thailand). from where would be found the social 
agents that could win the liberal victory that is required for these reforms 
to become politically ascendant? one answer that might be given appears in 
the form of an old favourite of modernisation theorists of a prior age: state 
bureaucratic and technocratic elites.

Elites, Decentralisation and the State

one view that has been highlighted is that the experience of Indonesia after 
1998 demonstrates how the legacies of authoritarian rule can remain essen-
tial even as the institutional structures of authoritarian regimes dissipate. 
While decentralisation has accompanied the institutional unravelling of au-
thoritarianism in Indonesia, good governance in the technocratic sense has 
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not transpired because of the persisting legacies of the new order. thus 
is Indonesia’s current quandary insofar as decentralisation is concerned: the 
centralised authoritarian system is no longer viable, yet democracy com-
bined with decentralisation has failed to break down the predatory relations 
of power that underpinned the old system.

If one legacy of the new order is that of instrumental control over state 
power, its institutions and resources, by powerful predatory forces, another is the  
severe disorganisation of civil society and independent societal movements— 
a development that followed the elimination of the Left in the 1960s. these 
legacies persist even as the institutional framework of governance in Indonesia 
has been radically reconfigured, and even as technocrats aided by able con-
sultants and experts in international development agencies attempt to ‘craft’ 
or ‘design’ the appropriate sorts of institutions that are expected give rise to a 
culture and practice of good governance, and even political participation. 

neo-liberal and neo-institutionalist thinking might suggest that the way 
out of this predicament depends on the nurturance of forward-looking elites, 
whether within the state or sections of civil society—thus, the ‘training for 
success argument’ already alluded to. the aim would be to nurture strategic 
elites that would act as the vanguard of any push toward the desired form of 
decentralised governance by equipping them with the right skills and imbu-
ing them with the right world views. there is clearly something eerily remi-
niscent here with early modernisation-style sociological understandings of 
social change. Because of this, it is useful to revisit some of the ways in which 
the roles of modernising elites have been understood as far as Indonesia and 
southeast asia are concerned, particularly as some of these have reappeared 
in new guises and implicitly come to inform much of the conventional think-
ing on decentralisation policy today.

It is well known that classical modernisation theory conceived the state 
as an intrinsically interest-neutral and, therefore, potentially benign agent 
of development and modernisation. from this perspective, the absence of a 
solid entrepreneurial class in virtually all the newly independent countries 
of asia and africa in the 1950s and 1960s left the state with the role of be-
ing the main agent of the modernisation project. It was in this context that 
technocratic elites were invariably invoked to safeguard economic and politi-
cal modernisation, frequently in a social and cultural environment that was 
understood to be ‘pre-modern’. It was through the moulding of such tech-
nocratic elites that the emergence of a kind of ‘civic culture’ (à la almond 
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and Verba 1963) preconditioning democratic life was supposed to emerge. 
moreover, it was no coincidence that at the height of the Cold War, these 
same elites were also imagined to be the main safeguards against the threat 
of communism. In the context of the Vietnam War’s escalation, institutions 
like the ford foundation and the rockefeller foundation, with close links 
to american policy-making circles, came to be very active in providing aca-
demic scholarships to selected members of the intelligentsia and bureaucracy 
in Indonesia and other parts of asia (hadiz and dhakidae 2005: 11–13). 

In Indonesia, the ford foundation was particularly instrumental in the 
emergence of the faculty of economics of the university of Indonesia as a 
major intellectual centre, from which the soeharto regime would be provided 
with a steady stream of economic technocrats and experts (ransom 1970). 
many of these went on to key economic positions in his various cabinets over 
the years. the Cold War (and Vietnam War) context was very important in 
dictating this development—a similar process of training technocrats that 
would become bastions against the incursion of communist ideology occurred 
in thailand and in the philippines (suehiro 2005; tadem-Incarnacion 2005). 
needless to say, particularly insofar as Indonesia and asia in general are con-
cerned, much of the emphasis on technocratic elites pre-dated the period of 
rapid capitalist development from the 1980s in the region that ultimately pro-
duced vibrant middle classes and bourgeoisie. the latter social actors would 
much later be seen as the most vital of modernising agents, the rise of which 
gave the state reason to retreat, especially from the economy.8

It is useful for our purposes to note the significance of samuel hunting-
ton’s work, especially in his late 1960s and early 1970s incarnation (see hun-
tington 1968). It is not an exaggeration to suggest that this work signalled 
the beginning of a new variant in modernisation thinking that came to de-
fine society’s modernity in terms of its institutional capacity to successfully 
maintain political order and stability. as a consequence, modern political 
systems of power and their institutions were to be increasingly understood 
as those that were capable of averting a society’s descent into revolutionary 
chaos, which would be a sign of a lack of modernity. for the political sci-
entist emmerson and others who studied Indonesia broadly in this vein, a 
return to the party-based parliamentary system that had preceded both the 
new order and the late soekarno period’s so-called ‘Guided democracy’ 
offered political instability (emmerson 1978: 104, 105; 1976: 250) rather than 
a way to political modernisation. In contrast, the new order’s ‘bureaucratic 
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pluralism’ (emmerson 1983) allowed institutions of state charged with eco-
nomic policy a significant measure of autonomous space. In other words, 
state technocrats were insulated from societal pressure for the sake of the 
common good.

It is suggested here that the disposition within the neo-liberal and neo- 
institutionalist literature today—including on decentralisation—to empha-
sise benign technocracies able to rise above narrow interests, partially harks 
back to this particular phase of modernisation theory. such is the case in 
spite of the actual history of overtly political links between technocrats and 
dictators in southeast asia and elsewhere during the Cold War. thus, after a 
period of decline, modernisation theory has more lately been undergoing re-
surgence, taking the form of an economics-inspired neo-institutionalism as 
well as the predilection of social theory for rational choice and/or putnam-
ian notions of social capital—all of which feature significantly in the decen-
tralisation literature.9

not surprisingly, the huntingtonian version of modernisation theory had 
become attractive to the intellectuals, technocrats and ideologues of authori-
tarian capitalist regimes, such as those in soeharto’s new order (see moer-
topo, 1973; Boileau 1983: 68), as it helped to legitimise their harsh treatment 
of detractors within society. In other words, the huntingtonian revisionism 
helped to provide intellectual legitimacy for state policies that systematically 
maintained the disorganisation of civil society in order to guarantee the sort 
of political stability that was said to be conducive to economic growth (see 
Bourchier and hadiz 2003). It should be recalled too that marcos’ vision of a 
new society in the philippines was partly formed with the help of Western-
trained economic technocrats whose influence grew in the context of harsh 
authoritarian rule (abinales and amoroso 2005: 207–212), and yet were ei-
ther complicit in or could not stop the looting of the economy by regimist 
cronies (e.g. hutchcroft 1998a, chapters 6 and 7). 

as is well-known, the new order in Indonesia emerged in the mid-1960s 
out of the victory of an alliance of anti-communist forces led by the military, 
and which consisted of elements of the urban and rural propertied and mid-
dle classes. these groups were threatened by the increasingly strident radical 
populism of the Indonesian Communist party (pKI), then the third largest 
in the world, which had forged a political alliance with president soekarno—
the nationalist firebrand whose autarchic (and ultimately disastrous) eco-
nomic strategy and anti-Western foreign policy ostracised Indonesia from 
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the major powers of the capitalist world. soekarno’s downfall was accompa-
nied by the annihilation of the pKI through the mass slaughter of hundreds 
of thousands of real and alleged communists as well as detainment without 
trial of innumerable others. the violence that characterised the elimination 
of the pKI from Indonesia’s political and historical landscape in turn paved 
the way for the development of a political regime that was not only designed 
to curtail the re-emergence of the Left, but also to pre-empt any substantial 
independent organising activity within any group in civil society. Labour, 
for example was to be organised only through one state-initiated and con-
trolled labour union, as were other groups in civil society (hadiz 1997).

this was the environment of systematic depoliticisation in which mod-
ernisation perspectives became influential in the scholarship on Indonesia. 
Borrowing from riggs’s (1966) classic analysis of thailand, scholars like 
Jackson (1978) produced works that transferred to the Indonesian case many 
of the assumptions of modernisation theory, and incorporated such concepts 
as the ‘bureaucratic polity’ dominated by a narrowly-based elite freed from 
societal pressure. other scholars, like Liddle, thought that the authoritar-
ian new order could be the incubator of a rational capitalist system and 
believed that soeharto was being ably assisted toward fulfilling this task by 
a team of economic technocrats trained in the neoclassical tradition of eco-
nomics (1991: 403, 404, 1992: 796–798). 

In spite of some variations, Indonesian development problems were thus 
more or less posed in terms of producing the values conducive to modernisa-
tion or ensuring that agents possessing those values were politically or eco-
nomically ascendant. Western-trained economic technocrats (macdougall 
1975)—starting with the university of Indonesia’s so-called ‘Berkeley mafia’ 
(ransom 1970)—were usually portrayed in many accounts as the ‘heroes’ of 
modernisation who had to struggle to enforce rational policy decisions in the 
face of a pervasive pre-modern social and political culture.10 

In Indonesia, another period of technocratic optimism was spurred af-
ter the fall of soeharto, when the importance of educated ‘modern’ elites 
capable of making rational choices and rising above petty politics was once 
again regularly invoked. president susilo Bambang yudhoyono, for example, 
declared upon his election in 2004 that he would appoint a cabinet made up 
of experts and technocrats, and limit the participation of political party fig-
ures driven by narrow interests. this was a promise he was notably unable 
to keep due to the realities of the constellation of power (Kompas 11 august 
2004). Indeed the appeal of a supposedly interest-free technocracy has never 
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completely abated in the region, although in thailand, thaksin had more or 
less marginalised the departments and agencies traditionally equated with 
technocratic influence (suehiro 2005). In the philippines, the case of presi-
dent arroyo is particularly interesting, as she is simultaneously a traditional 
oligarch and self-professed technocrat with advanced training in economics. 
though keen to emphasise the latter part of her identity by assembling a so-
called ‘technocratic dream team’ (tadem-Incarnacion 2005) in her cabinet, 
the continuing corruption and cronyism that has tarnished her government 
speaks volumes about the limits of technocracy when placed in a broader 
social constellation of power that remains inhospitable. 

pro-technocracy positions obviously do not only arise from within sec-
tions of the state apparatus. a staunchly pro-technocracy approach has been 
more recently championed outside of the state in Indonesia by mallarangeng 
(2002), an admirer of the economic historian friedrich von hayek. a u.s.-
trained political scientist and now public commentator, mallarangeng es-
pouses a rather exceptionally blunt form of market fundamentalism in the 
Indonesian context. In fact, he has argued for the innate wisdom of techno-
cratic pro-market policies and ideas as opposed to the objections typically put 
forward by groups representing populist and distributional coalitions. the 
Jakarta-based freedom Institute, which he leads, has become a leading ad-
vocate of neo-liberal policy and technocratic decision-making. mallarangeng 
certainly has his intellectual counterparts in the region—among them is 
thammasat university’s medhi Krongkaew (2000), whose work ultimately 
portrays economic policy-making as the province of ‘power-elites’ that are 
essentially defined as technocrats perched in the state bureaucracy. Besides 
recalling riggs’s bureaucratic polity, his work largely and conveniently leaves 
out sustained discussion of the range of societal interests, including the thai 
capitalist class, that profoundly influence the direction of policy-making; not 
the least after one of its leading representatives assumed the office of prime 
minister in 2001.11

there are different ways, of course, of understanding the role of the state, 
and its bureaucratic or technocratic elites. robison (1986), for example, pro-
posed that state power in Indonesia, as elsewhere, needed to be understood in 
the context of the wider system of class relationships (robison 1986: 117–118). 
he analysed developments in Indonesia around the mid-point of new or-
der rule by postulating the emergence of an increasingly powerful domestic  
capitalist class and the implications this might have for the country’s future. 
he later suggested that a version of ‘Bonapartism’ had taken hold in Indonesia 
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insofar as a bourgeoisie forfeited power in favour of an authoritarian state, in 
order to maintain political stability. In Indonesia, the state thus proved es-
pecially vital to the consolidation of both capitalism and the capitalist class 
(robison 1993: 41), and provided the catalyst as well for the emergence and 
consolidation of a capitalist oligarchy. significantly, this capitalist oligarchy 
was to appropriate state power and to use it instrumentally to further its own 
interests (robison and hadiz 2004).

still, what was the position of the technocrats within this oligarch- 
dominated system of power? many Indonesian populists made the error of 
equating new order economic policies with the interests of the technocrats 
(see Chalmers and hadiz 1997, especially chapters 1, 2 and 6). on the other 
hand, those more favourably inclined toward the technocrats saw them as 
pushing through ‘good’ policies in spite of the rapacity of soeharto-era politics. 
such a view perhaps lingers on. It has been suggested, for example, that decen-
tralisation policy was successfully advanced after 1998 through the efforts of 
technocratic ‘agenda setters’ who were endowed with superior information and 
knowledge vis-à-vis politicians who needed something to prove their reform-
ist intentions (smith n.d.). however, the neo-classically trained economists in 
soeharto’s various cabinets only provided a façade of technocratic rationality 
for a regime that exercised arbitrary power and was irreparably corrupt, and 
it is hard to sustain that they have become any more powerful subsequently. 
Lindsey (2001) thus likened the new order not to rule by technocracy but 
rule in the style of criminal gangs, in which highway robbery as well as coer-
cion and violence were formalised in the practices of the state. 

It is indeed arguable that these much-lauded economic technocrats, 
in spite of international support, only enjoyed periods in which they were 
especially influential. this was during the early years of the new order, 
when soeharto was particularly eager to court international aid and invest-
ment, and when the Indonesian oil ‘boom’ of the 1970s ended around the 
mid-1980s. It was during these times that technocrats were able to promote 
economic agendas, such as that of partial economic deregulation and privati-
sation in the 1980s, as was strongly advocated by the World Bank.12 the eco-
nomic technocrats’ influence, however, was noticeably very low even during 
the new order’s final economic crisis in 1997–98, when soeharto brushed 
aside Imf conditionalities that would have harmed the economic interests 
of the oligarchy, including the business fortunes of his family members and 
cronies (see the discussion in robison and hadiz 2004). 
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even as Indonesia continues to struggle to re-emerge from the effects of 
this crisis in the post-soeharto period—for several years amid continuing 
pressure from the Imf to institute neo-liberal economic reforms—there are 
few signs of more powerful economic technocrats as would-be ‘modernising 
elites’, who are able to spearhead the process of designing and constructing 
new institutions of markets and economic governance. this is in spite of the 
role of various groups of technocrats in helping outline the blueprint of post-
crisis reforms, including with regard to decentralisation, with the assistance 
of international development experts and consultants. thus the basic prob-
lem of the absence of a coherent domestic coalition of interest to underpin 
the neo-liberal agenda remains, excepting rather woefully isolated pockets 
of neo-liberals in a few government ministries and agencies, and some vocal 
academics who typically air their views through the media. 

In short, it is true that soeharto’s fall marks the end of a long chapter and 
the beginning of a new one in Indonesian history, but it is not the sort of 
chapter that neo-liberal reformers or neo-institutionalists would have writ-
ten. to their chagrin, the social, political and economic legacy of the new 
order will likely prove quite enduring and continue to influence Indonesia’s 
trajectory in the near future. thus, powerful coalitions of modernising elites 
espousing genuine good governance reform agendas, and effectively contest-
ing local power, remain rather difficult to find. 

so, if not the social agents of neo-liberal technocracy, then what kinds are 
instead presiding over the process and outcomes of decentralisation in Indo-
nesia? It is here that we me must turn to the already significant literature on 
predatory local bossism in southeast asia.

The Resilience of Predatory Power: Bossism and Its Cousins 

as already pointed out, the post-new order Indonesian experience has in-
spired comparative analyses with post-authoritarian thailand and the phil-
ippines (see heryanto and hadiz 2005). one area of comparison involves 
the role of local bosses or notables and predatory networks of patronage in 
the context of the rise of the institutions of democratic politics (see savirani 
2004). sidel notes that as ‘power has shifted “downwards” and “upwards” 
from within a centralised bureaucracy firmly rooted in Jakarta to elected 
members of assemblies in regencies, municipalities and provinces around the 
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archipelago’, scholars of Indonesia ‘were quick to pick up on the rapid rise to 
prominence of local powerbrokers’ (sidel 2004: 67). this is the case although 
Indonesia’s previously exceptionally centralised system of authoritarian rule 
made it difficult for anything resembling local bosses—prominent individu-
als with control over local coercive and economic resources and political ma-
chineries (hedman and sidel 2000: 88)—to have emerged.

By contrast, local strongmen or ‘godfathers’ are far better established in 
thailand’s recent history. dubbed the chao pho, their social origins were at 
the junction between formal politics and criminal activity. according to Ka-
sian tejapira (2006: 13–14), these men ‘usually had a provincial entrepreneur- 
cum-local mafia-boss background’ for whom the ‘establishment of a parlia-
mentary democracy were unexpected gifts, which provided them with a 
golden opportunity to convert their hitherto shady local wealth and influ-
ence into legal power at the centre of national politics.’ Kasian also considers 
such individuals as comprising a layer of ‘electocrat’ within thai democracy: 
people who would typically have built personal fortunes in the 1960s and 
1970s ‘exploiting american aid intended for war efforts against neighbouring 
states and the military government’s market-oriented development projects.’ 
they are engaged in businesses ‘such as land speculation, logging, public 
works, trucking, cash crops, entertainment, gambling, underground lotter-
ies, prostitution, bootlegging, gunrunning, drug-trafficking, smuggling, 
etc.’ Government contacts and violence were key features of their rise, as ‘In-
tractable conflicts with business rivals and uncooperative officials were often 
solved with the help of hired gunmen.’

still, according to Kasian tejapira (2006: 14):

the electocrats themselves were transformed from lowly mafia businessmen 
who had to kowtow to local officials into respectable members of parliament 
or Cabinet ministers, with jurisdiction over the promotion (or demotion) of 
their former ‘patrons’. once elected, they treated politics as a kind of business, 
effectively selling public policy, office, concession or title deed to the highest 
bidder. shameless avarice was fuelled by the need to gather enough ‘ammuni-
tion’ for election campaigns to enable them to stay in power.

In the philippines, however, local political bosses come from tradition-
ally dominant families and clans, the cacique, who were able to reclaim their 
ascendant position in society and politics after their authority was curtailed 
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for so long by the state-centralising ambitions of ferdinand marcos. these 
families and clans could typically trace their lineage and dominant position 
back over many decades.13 as a lawyer-politician who did not emerge from 
the ranks of the cacique-proper, marcos’s rule, particularly during the pe-
riod of martial law after 1972, was aimed at empowering the central state and 
its apparatus ‘an active weapon against landed privilege’. attacking the eco-
nomic base of these clans, marcos established quasi-government monopolies 
in such important export industries as sugar and coconut, and established 
control over other, smaller, export crops. Control of these monopolies was 
placed under businessmen whose position was dependent on marcos’s per-
sonal patronage (rocamora 1995: xiv–xv). In the process, the latter cobbled 
together a new coalition of ‘new entrepreneurs, newly professional politicians 
and technocrats’ (Boudreau 2004: 79) who similarly resented the ‘traditional’ 
politicians or trapos. anderson (1988) came to dub the system in the philip-
pines, post-people power, as ‘cacique democracy’, dominated as it is by the 
traditionally dominant social forces that had been threatened by marcos’s 
state-centralising project. 

nevertheless, it is certainly necessary to be mindful of significant differ-
ences within southeast asia with regard to local bossism.14 Clearly, insofar as 
it has emerged in Indonesia, local bossism has been coloured by less outright 
violence than in either thailand or the philippines, where assassinations of 
politicians and activists are regarded as being a much more ‘regular’ part of 
political life. furthermore, tornquist (2000: 388) comments that bossism ‘in 
the philippines is characterised by the long history of us colonialism, par-
tially elected government and more private control of resources’. In Indonesia, 
however, ‘primitive accumulation through political and administrative means’ 
has been comparatively more important. therefore, most local Indonesian 
bosses are likely to be comparatively ‘petty’ in terms of having less private 
wealth, and in their dependence on public resources, according to tornquist.

In this connection, sidel (2004) provided a rather systematic basis for dis-
tinguishing the specific manifestations of the local bossism/local strongman 
phenomenon in post-authoritarian southeast asia. he does this by explaining 
their origins in diverse historical settings. he points out, for example, that 
local bosses only appeared as major players in thailand in the 1980s in the 
context of the rapid industrialisation that coincided with the gradual with-
drawal from politics of the military, which in turn opened the way to power 
for a range of civilian forces. the thai so-called chao pho also essentially came 
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to flourish within a european-like parliamentary system of democracy, but 
in which figures of authority in local and provincial components of parties 
have become very important partly due to the strategic nature of the rural, 
non-Bangkok vote. moreover, the bureaucratic polity of riggs (1966) did not 
completely dissipate; as sidel notes (2004: 60), career civilian bureaucrats still 
retained much authority over local executive bodies, while military gener-
als continued to wield influence through senatorial appointments and various 
forms of economic and political interventions. a major function of the chao 
pho in thailand’s democracy is to guarantee votes by ‘delivering parliamen-
tary constituencies, or regional clusters of constituencies, to Bangkok-based 
patrons, local clients, or themselves’. they do this on ‘elections day, through 
a combination of coercion, vote-buying, and electoral fraud’ (sidel 2004: 59). 

In the philippines, it is the legacy of u.s. colonialism that was the most 
decisive factor in determining the evolution of bossism and the peculiar sys-
tem of rule that characterised it. this system of rule gave rise to politically 
powerful, even dynastic, local families15 within a highly decentralised state, 
with a u.s.-style presidential system and a ‘multi-tiered pattern of municipal, 
congressional, and provincial bosses (sidel 2004: 60). Local bossism in the 
philippines, in this sense, has a longer, more entrenched and formal history 
than the thai ‘strongman’. In the philippines, local bossism has sometimes 
given dynastically entrenched families firm control over elected office, which 
in turn ‘provides access to a broad array of state resources and prerogatives’. 
here, political violence, intimidation and money politics all ‘work in tandem 
with the mobilisation of local machines for self-perpetuation in office’ (sidel 
2004: 56–57). It is well known that political violence in the philippines can 
become exceedingly stark: in sulu, for example, competing local clans are 
documented to have openly fought battles by fielding hundreds of armed men 
against each other in the provincial capital’s streets (Gutierrez 1995).

sidel is certainly correct about the aspects of ‘timing’ and ‘context’ that 
distinguish local bossism in thailand from that of the philippines. never-
theless, it is still possible to trace the social origins of the chao pho to a more 
distant past. In fact, they arguably go back to a time when, despite King Chu-
lalongkorn’s administrative reforms initiated in the late nineteenth century 
and geared to develop a modern bureaucratic form of governance, the state 
failed to apply control and surveillance effectively in the hinterlands. this 
provided the chao pho, or at least their antecedents, with the opportunity 
to develop profitable illicit trades (drugs, gambling or smuggling) that en-
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abled them to emerge as feared but respected leaders. such leaders typically 
became ‘strongmen’ to whom locals could turn for protection against state 
and capitalist encroachment (nishizaki 2002). as a result, they came to wield 
enormous influence in their communities and carved out loosely defined ter-
ritorial bailiwicks largely beyond the control of the central state bureaucracy 
(see various chapters in mcVey 2000; also see nishizaki 2002). as capitalism 
developed in thailand, especially during the 1960s and 1970s, such individu-
als increasingly developed a more varied range of economic interests. 

In contrast, it has already been said that Indonesia’s heavily centralised 
and bureaucratic new order, which presided over a rapid period of industri-
alisation from the 1970s to the 1990s, provided comparatively little oppor-
tunity for the emergence of local ‘strongmen’ or ‘bosses’. Insofar as they ex-
isted, they were subordinate to a broader system of political patronage based 
on soeharto himself and also more distinctly based within the state and its 
local apparatus. according to sidel, the fall of the new order made it possi-
ble for bureaucratically-rooted ‘local ‘mafias’ and ‘networks’, once an organic 
part of soeharto’s system of rule, to emerge ‘around the country in tandem 
with the shift to competitive elections and the devolution of considerable 
state powers to elected regency-level,16 municipal and provincial assemblies’. 
thus, local bossism in post-soeharto Indonesia is less dominated by ‘indi-
vidual strongmen’ or ‘dynasties’ than in thailand and the philippines than it 
is by more fluid clusters and cliques of businessmen, politicians and officials 
(see sidel 2004: 68–69). 

nevertheless, there are variations even within the individual societies. 
thus, many local politicians in thailand could no doubt rightly object to the 
chao pho label given the many connotations involved, and hedman and sidel 
(2000, chapter 5) note how bossism within the philippines can take differ-
ent forms. Contrasting two economically advanced provinces—Cavite, just 
south of manila, and Cebu—they observe that the former is characterised by 
the predominance of single-generation families of gangster-style politicians 
or warlords. the latter, by contrast, is notable for the predominance of more 
stereotypically paternalistic and dynastically-entrenched families at different 
levels of governance who manage to pass on power to succeeding generations. 

as we shall see, predominant within the ‘clusters’ or ‘cliques’ that sidel iden-
tifies as having emerged in Indonesia are politico-bureaucrats, entrepreneurs, 
military officers and gangsters—many cultivated within a range of youth and 
paramilitary organisations—that see democratisation and decentralisation as 
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opportunities to now break free from the shackles of Jakarta-based interests 
to pursue their own predatory objectives. they also include actors, old and 
relatively new, whose social base lies within the corporatist and social organi-
sations from which the new order regularly recruited new apparatchik and 
local functionaries for decades. again, the social actors most prominent in 
the local scramble for power and in forging regimes of governance at the local 
level are those who represent forces that had been nurtured in the provinces, 
kabupaten and towns within the formerly vast new order system of patronage 
(hadiz 2004a, 2004b).

It is therefore correct that the politics of ‘local bossism’ in post-soeharto 
Indonesia are more fluid than in the philippines or thailand, in the sense of 
the more easily shifting nature of local coalitions of interests as well as the 
actual sites of local centres of power. thus, sidel refers to ‘local mafias’ in 
Indonesia rather than bosses per se to highlight the distinction. this Indo-
nesian divergence is a legacy of having had to emerge ‘out of’ a more ‘suc-
cessfully’ centralised authoritarian regime. 

the tantalising question that arises as the localisation of power proceeds, 
however, is whether local bossism in Indonesia will develop features that are 
more ‘solid’ and give rise to more coherent, entrenched interests and alli-
ances dominated by local notables of various sorts, leading toward local oli-
garchies. this is not merely a ‘matter of time’ question, but an important 
acknowledgement of how democratic politics can be consolidated in such a 
way that the mechanics and coalitions of interest that underpin them can be 
very different from those that characterise liberal forms. 

therefore, in spite of historically-defined differences, all three post- 
authoritarian southeast asian cases are characterised by regimes distin-
guished by the appropriation of state power, its prerogatives and resources; 
and by local predatory interests, whether through executive bodies, parlia-
ments or both. the philippines case may stand out in the way that power 
is expressed in the form of local political dynasties that wield such exten-
sive control over local political and economic machineries. In all three cases, 
however, the maintenance of political ascendance involves different combi-
nations and degrees of money politics, electoral fraud, political intimidation, 
selective mass mobilisations and parastatal or non-state security groups.

moreover, one of sidel’s main reasons for asserting the continuing lack of 
opportunity for either thai- or filipino-style strongmen in Indonesia is an 
electoral system that remained prohibitive of the emergence of influential 
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individuals or powerful ‘dynasties’. he notes that in the Indonesian system, 
the heads of local and provincial governments are elected by their respective 
parliaments; this is in ‘sharp contrast with the direct elections—and unre-
stricted powers—of mayors, governors and congressmen in the philippines, 
and parliamentarians (mps) in thailand.’ hence, there are supposed to be 
‘institutional obstacles’ in Indonesia to the rise of thai- and filipino-style 
local bossism (sidel 2004: 70). 

however, as discussed more fully especially in Chapters 3 and 6, there 
have been many changes applied to Indonesia’s electoral system, including 
the institution of direct elections for the positions of bupati, mayor, governor 
and president/vice president. although such changes have been welcomed 
by Indonesian democracy activists and neo-liberal/neo-institutionalist advo-
cates alike, ironically, they also help newly ascendant and ambitious local po-
liticos to secure their privileged positions in post-soeharto Indonesia, rela-
tively free from the shackles of a Jakarta-directed dynamics of party politics. 
thus, as we shall see, direct local elections are providing new possibilities 
for those who aspire to be ‘local bosses’ in the thai or filipino sense. for 
those with higher ambitions, this might yet fuel a more vociferous appetite 
to build more coherent local networks of patronage based on less diffused 
economic and political alliances.

It should be re-asserted that the ascendance of local bosses and the like 
is not at all about the absence of a civil society cemented by enough social 
capital—civil society does exist in post-authoritarian Indonesia, in spite of 
the ravages of the soeharto era, and it remains rich and dynamic in the phil-
ippines and thailand. evidence of a measure of civil society dynamism in 
Indonesia is seen in labour organisations, for example, which have prolifer-
ated since the demise of the new order, even though they remain largely 
ineffective as workers go about re-learning the business of organising in the 
context of large-scale unemployment and the pressures of international capi-
tal mobility, as well as intimidation from hired goons and thugs. Business 
and professional organisations exist in abundance as well, and the media is 
free despite having experienced some setbacks from time to time (see her-
yanto and hadiz 2005). nGos, too, remain quite vibrant; even during the 
new order there was a rich diversity of nGo-type activity in Indonesia 
(see hadiwinata 2003; see also eldridge 1995); the government had regarded 
some of these as potentially troublesome. furthermore, though their origins 
cannot be separated from links to the state, it is fruitful to view many of 
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Indonesia’s current aspiring local bosses as occupying a space within civil 
society, or at least where civil society intersects with the state. In recognising 
this, it is not necessary to adopt migdal’s (1988) overly dichotomous argu-
ments about local strongmen being the products of societies that are ‘strong’ 
and states that are ‘weak’. It is significant that their political socialisation 
and incubation were in societal organisations, though of the kind previously 
patronised by the state.

the real issue with regard to civil society, therefore, is that most of its 
salient elements in post-authoritarian Indonesia, including at the local level, 
are those that were organised and nurtured under a rabidly predatory sys-
tem of power and therefore were really placed at what might be conceived 
as an intersection between state and civil society. most significant among 
these were the kinds of groupings of political operators, entrepreneurs, and 
goons and thugs that were so instrumental in the operations and sustenance 
of new order rule at the local level. the interests of civil society are often 
tacitly understood in the neo-liberal tradition to favour free markets, rule of 
law, and democracy; thus, basically those associated with idealised notions 
of a vibrant and independent middle class or bourgeoisie. the reality is that 
there is a diversity of often competing interests within civil society itself. 
the political rise of such elements as goons and thugs constitutes nothing 
less than a ‘glowing’ testimony to that diversity, as well as the failure of other 
kinds of interests to successfully challenge them.

Comprehending the nature of this diversity is necessary in getting to 
the heart of contemporary struggles over power and the way these are or-
ganised at the local level. It is not some vague and lofty ideological battle 
about preferred systems of economic and political governance that is at stake. 
the contest is also not about the supposed rationality of the market in con-
tradiction to the irrationality of politics, including identity politics; the way 
that markets actually operate is politically defined in the most basic sense. 
the struggle is more about the moulding of rules through which the fruits 
of rent-seeking are to be distributed among competing coalitions of local and 
national predatory interests. as we shall see, one of the major vehicles for 
these battles in Indonesia is now about control of the institutions of democ-
racy par excellence, such as political parties and parliaments. But what kinds 
of political parties are they, and what sort of interests underpins them? these 
questions are addressed in the discussion to follow.



When placed firmly within a concrete societal and historical setting, the dy-
namics of electoral and party politics can provide important clues about the 
nature of the localisation of power. they may provide insights into the way 
in which the institutions of decentralisation and democracy at the local level 
actually operate and the kinds of interests that they advance and marginal-
ise. Local electoral and party politics in post-authoritarian Indonesia are 
therefore worthy of the same kind of scrutiny given by Kerkvliet and mo-
jares (1991) to local politics in the philippines in the immediate post-marcos 
period. Whether in the philippines, Indonesia or elsewhere, the dynamics of 
local electoral and party politics provide indicators of the way in which ‘the 
articulations between the “local” and the “national” in politics’ (Kerkvliet 
and mojares 1991: 3) takes place in practice. they have ramifications as well 
for our understanding of the contradictory relationship between local power 
and pressures for pro-market good governance reforms.

In Indonesia, Golkar was for decades the vehicle that lent soeharto’s au-
thoritarian rule a significant facade of electoral legitimacy. notably, this was 
a vehicle that had begun life in the early 1960s as a mass organisation created 
by the military and its civilian allies to counter the influence of the pKI and 
its array of mass organisations (Boileau 1983; reeve 1985). throughout new 
order rule, Golkar never failed to overwhelmingly win a national election, 
and it was only rarely defeated in elections at the local level (see suryadinata 
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2002). as is well known, the people’s action party (pap) in singapore and 
united malays national organisation (umno) in malaysia also provide 
good examples of dominant one-party rule in southeast asia that remain 
relevant to this day—though in the latter case it has lately been destabilised. 
In fact, not all attempts at establishing dominant state parties have been as 
unambiguously successful in the region as it has become ever more inte-
grated with the global capitalist economy in the last few decades.

ferdinand marcos in the philippines, for example, had attempted to form 
the so-called new society movement in the 1970s which, like Golkar in In-
donesia, was intended to extend his reach and authority into the farthest cor-
ners of a vast archipelagic country. although marcos was highly successful 
in rigging elections so that the new society movement would convincingly 
triumph—much in the vein of Golkar—the façade of electoral legitimacy 
was decidedly more flimsy in the philippines case. thus, the last election 
held under marcos actually helped to stimulate the emergence of the people 
power movement that would topple him in 1986 (thompson 1995; Boudreau 
2004). Clearly, part of the problem that marcos’s authoritarian centralising 
project faced was the legacy of strong local ruling families.

state and political party centralising endeavours have, in fact, been taking 
place in southeast asia more recently. thailand’s controversial businessman-
politician thaksin shinawatra, for example, was known to have expressed his 
admiration for the malaysian and singaporean models of one-party rule. ac-
cording to pasuk, thaksin once declared his preference for ‘a parliament like 
singapore where an opposition exists to give the state democratic credentials, 
but where the opposition is too small to have any effect.’ as prime minister, 
he openly strived ‘to achieve an effective one-party state’ partly by ensuring 
that his thai rak thai party absorbs ‘smaller parties on what is a modified 
version of the umno model’ in malaysia (pasuk 2004b: 2–3; also see ockey 
2003: 663). the state centralising project was cut short in september 2006 
with the thai rak thai’s ouster by military and royalist elements (nelson 
2007) hostile to the thaksin-led bourgeois appropriation of the state.1 

It is Indonesian party and electoral politics, however, that have come to re-
semble those in post-authoritarian thailand and the philippines rather than 
the other way around. this is because state power has become much more 
diffuse since the end of the new order, thereby providing opportunities for 
the development of a new dynamic that involves the rise of more localised co-
alitions of power and interest. at present, the institutions of governance and 
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of electoral politics, national and local, contrast ever so starkly with those 
that seemed to be so permanently enshrined during soeharto’s long tenure, 
and which hindered the development of philippines- or thai-style bossism. 
such a situation provides a unique opportunity to analyse breaks and conti-
nuities in power relations beneath the surface of institutional change.

this chapter provides an overview of the dynamics of institutional change 
in post-authoritarian Indonesia, including the format within which electoral 
and party politics now take place, with a focus on issues of localisation of 
power. the overview is premised on the idea that, as with all institutional 
frameworks of governance, those that define electoral and party politics can 
be regarded, first and foremost, as expressions of the way in which power is 
distributed in a specific context of time and space—of what sorts of interests 
tend to be dominant and which ones tend to be subordinated.

The Dynamics of Institutional Change

r e o r g a n i s i n g  p o w e r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y

the most observable and dramatic change in Indonesia since the fall of soe-
harto has undoubtedly been the prominence of electoral politics, now so ener-
gised and animated after decades of stringent and rigid controls. this change 
has involved the rise of political parties and parliaments, national and local, 
which play an important role in the post-authoritarian framework. thus, 
few observers will dispute that while elections and political parties merely 
provided a façade for an essentially predatory, authoritarian regime during 
soeharto’s rule, they are now genuine vehicles of political contestation. the 
importance of political parties, and national and regional parliaments, is cur-
rently reflected in the often intense competition among elites to wield control 
over them and the increasingly vast resources expended in the process. 

It should be noted that the main pieces of legislation that came to regulate 
the workings of Indonesia’s electoral and democratic institutions following 
the demise of the new order were Laws no. 2/1999 (on political parties), 
no. 3/1999 (on elections) and no. 4/1999 (on the constitution and status of 
various representative bodies). most of the content of these laws was notably 
produced under the auspices of the same ‘team of experts’ led by scholar-
bureaucrat ryaas rasyid, who was appointed by habibie and played the most 
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instrumental role in drafting the legislation that was to govern ‘regional au-
tonomy’. the original drafts produced by the team, however, were revised 
considerably as political parties ensconced in the last soeharto-era parliament 
were already taking advantage of the demise of authoritarian rule and made 
important interventions (for details, see robison and hadiz 2004, chapter 
9). the set of new political legislation was finally passed in January 1999, al-
though it was a contentious process that involved objections from some civil 
society groups on some clauses they considered still too restrictive.

thus, free parliamentary elections took place in June 1999, contested by 
48 political parties out of the 150 or so that initially registered. these were 
Indonesia’s first democratic national elections since 1955. except for the first 
new order-era elections, held in 1971, which involved a number of parties 
left over from the late soekarno period,2 electoral contests had always pitted 
Golkar against only two other vehicles in a highly uneven race: the ‘Islamic’ 
united development party (ppp) and the ‘nationalist’ Indonesian demo-
cratic party were both actually strange, state-enforced amalgamations of oth-
erwise highly disparate and even mutually antagonistic political parties. the 
historic 1999 elections thus contrasted sharply with elections implemented 
during the new order (suryadinata 2002; antlov and Cederroth 2004), 
which were controlled and fixed to ensure the resounding victory of Golkar.

as is well-known, the 1999 legislative elections in Indonesia also ulti-
mately opened the way for the largely unexpected emergence of abdurrah-
man Wahid as president in october that year and brought an end to the  
seventeen-month tenure of B. J. habibie, soeharto’s immediate successor and 
former protégé, as well as an embarrassing symbol of lingering new order 
influence. for the first time in its history, Golkar was placed in an unfamiliar 
position of electoral loser, although its resources and still intact machinery 
ensured a respectable second place showing. In first place was the Indonesian 
democratic party for struggle (pdI-p) led by the enigmatic but then wildly 
popular megawati soekarnoputri, daughter of Indonesian first president and 
independence hero, soekarno. But she failed to win the presidency at that 
time due to intricate, behind-the-scenes manoeuvrings in the mpr, which 
was still the supranational body that elected Indonesia’s presidents and vice 
presidents, on behalf of Wahid. nevertheless, pdI-p’s victory did stimulate 
a process of migration to the party from Golkar and associated organisa-
tions, including in the towns and provinces.
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the erratic Wahid, leader of Indonesia’s largest muslim organisation, 
the nahdlatul ulama, and with a reputation of a liberal-minded reformer, 
also did not last long as president. he was impeached by the mpr in July 
2001 (see Barton 2002, especially chapter 12, for the long saga) ostensibly be-
cause of his implication in corruption scandals, notably involving the alleged 
misappropriation of Indonesian state Logistics Body (Bulog) funds (Baswir 
2000) as well as a donation from the sultan of Brunei. Wahid was replaced in 
July 2001 by his vice president, megawati soekanoputri.

there was more to Wahid’s abrupt fall than ‘mere’ corruption scandals. 
In reality, he had become increasingly besieged the more he had challenged 
the authority of parliament, which was still full of new order luminaries, 
as well as still-powerful institutions like the military and the police force. 
for example, he interfered unsuccessfully in military leadership squabbles, 
replaced political party figures from cabinet positions in favour of his con-
fidantes, reshuffled the composition of the supreme Court in a process that 
involved a scuffle with the political parties, and tried to dismiss the head 
of the national police in the face of parliamentary objections (for details of 
the Wahid presidency, see Barton 2002, chapters 11 and 12). members of the 
nu-linked national awakening party (pKB) or those personally close to 
him often received positions as heads of institutions with significant rent-
seeking opportunities at the expense of members of other parties.3 

It seemed that Wahid the erstwhile reformer was increasingly being 
sucked into the system of money politics and patronage networks as he at-
tempted to secure his own position in the face of institutions that remained 
obstinately predatory. the Wahid experience provided interesting glimpses, 
essentially, of the way that political power was being reorganised within In-
donesia’s new democratic institutions by a range of elites concerned with se-
curing their positions and access to state power and resources in a highly 
uncertain period. such a reorganisation would not just take place in Jakarta 
but occurred even in local political arenas. It may be said that Wahid was an 
initial victor but later became one of the chief casualties of this often highly 
intense process of reorganisation.

although the unpredictability of events in Indonesian politics after the fall 
of soeharto can be discomforting to those used to new order-era ‘orderli-
ness’, by the majority of accounts, Indonesia is now well and truly on the path 
of electoral democracy. this is in spite of fears that persist about the possibil-
ity of a future military comeback should Indonesia’s civilian politicians botch 
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things so badly that the country descends into a ‘failed state’ or risks disinte-
gration. although the military still retains its territorial command structure 
(as well as charitable foundations and companies), Indonesia has almost cer-
tainly gone too far away from the kind of heavily centralised authoritarian-
ism of the new order to slide back to it very easily. 

more proof of democracy at work in Indonesia was displayed in 2004. on 
the occasion of the national and local legislative elections held in april that 
year, twenty-four political parties met the formal criteria that enabled them to 
participate. this time, Indonesia took one major step further—the legislative 
elections were followed by Indonesia’s first ever direct presidential election 
in July 2004. such a development saw incumbent megawati soekarnoputri 
run against such rivals as former soeharto-era military strongman General 
Wiranto and other new order-era notables. at the run-off stage of the pro-
cess, which took place in september, megawati lost to susilo Bambang yud-
hoyono, yet another retired key new order General. yudhoyono was a former 
chief of military social and political affairs and a member of the cabinets of 
various post-soeharto governments. more importantly, these direct presiden-
tial polls were made possible by one among several amendments and reforms 
to Indonesia’s 1945 Constitution, which during the soeharto era was regarded 
as ‘sacred’ and unalterable as a matter of supposed national interest. all these 
changes paved the way for the next logical step, the holding of direct voting 
polls for provincial and local government heads in 2005 (see Chapter 6).

In spite of the move toward a popularly elected president, a series of re-
forms had actually been previously introduced, significantly, to formally re-
duce the powers of the president in relation to the national parliament. Given 
the long rule of both soekarno and soeharto, this was best reflected in the 
new limit of just two five-year terms for any president. moreover, an amend-
ment to article 20 of the 1945 Constitution paved the way for an mpr de-
cree, which stated that bills passed by the legislature would have to be made 
law within one month regardless of presidential approval. these changes ex-
pressed the fact that under the circumstances that came to prevail after the 
fall of soeharto, no single individual could harness the kind of authority and 
power that the dictator had enjoyed in almost unchallenged fashion for de-
cades. more specifically, the conjuncture of factors that made possible soe-
harto’s rise to such a dominant position in the 1960s was not there for any 
new aspiring national strongman to exploit. among these the international 
Cold War context could be mentioned, as well as such domestic factors as the 
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emergence of an army-led coalition of elite urban and rural interests that was 
seriously threatened by the presence of well-organised radical social forces.

What all these changes signalled was the flow of power away from the 
presidency and toward the legislature (and almost concurrently, from Jakarta 
to the periphery, as we shall see more clearly later). there was, however, more 
than that—also transpiring as presidents came and went, and election after 
election came to be held, was the development of a system of money-politics 
through which old and some new predatory interests found the means of 
reconstituting themselves within new networks and vehicles (robison and 
hadiz 2004, see chapter 9). 

thus, the advent of a new period that more prominently emphasised elec-
toralism, parties and parliaments must be fundamentally understood from 
the vantage point of the survivors of a fallen regime struggling to ensure 
their survival within what seemed like new, uncharted territory after may 
1998. the ascendance of parties and parliaments cannot be extricated from 
the strategies employed by a variety of interests to secure their position in a 
changed social and political environment. the survival of salient new order 
elements as leading forces in Indonesia’s democracy has led some observers 
to lament that the fall of soeharto ‘has seen massive institutional changes 
but little true reforms’ (antlov 2003b: 144). What such a sentiment actually 
expresses is the sense that even important institutional changes have failed 
to redistribute power in post-authoritarian Indonesia.

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  a n d  n e w  c o n t e s t a t i o n s

Given this context, it not surprising that most of Indonesia’s political parties 
have not emerged as ‘natural’ political entities that carry out ‘aggregating’ and 
‘articulating’ functions, as conventional political theory would have it. In-
stead, these parties are the institutional expressions of temporary tactical alli-
ances that draw from the same pool of predatory interests (robison and hadiz 
2004: 228). In this sense, they are similar to most major parties in the philip-
pines and thailand, which are also largely pragmatic alliances in nature and 
devoid of distinctive programmes or political vision (shatkin 2003; rocamora 
2005; also see ockey 2003). Indeed, it is essential to understand the logic of 
party politics in post-authoritarian southeast asian societies as being quite 
fundamentally different to those associated with liberal forms of democracy.
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aquilino pimentel, a prominent senator and political party leader in the 
philippines, as well as a major advocate of decentralisation, has suggested 
that (2006: 8–9):

In my country, today, crossing over from one party to another can easily be 
done because the political parties are not differentiated by ideologies. they are 
differentiated only by the depths of the pockets of their political leaders and 
the charisma that their financial fortunes create. and sad to say, what passes 
for their political platforms are mainly motherhood statements that have no 
bearing on the real needs of the people.

following the fall of soeharto, not only did a plethora of new parties—
major and minor—appear, but several were significantly strengthened by 
close links to old new order elements that found them convenient vehicles 
to protect and further their interests. thus, the mass migration of former 
Golkar and military bigwigs to a number of so-called reformasi parties like 
the pdI-p took place, which at the provincial and local levels was accompa-
nied by a similar migration of the new order’s former lower level operators 
and apparatchik (hadiz 2004b). In thailand, too, instructively, the abrupt 
fall of thaksin was followed by the mass exodus of thai rak thai stalwarts 
and members to rival parties (The Nation, 3 october 2006)—providing cre-
dence to nelson’s view that thai politics are much less based on parties 
proper than they are on informal networks of patronage (2003: 9, 2005).

In Indonesia, the bureaucracy was always a major pillar of Golkar’s su-
premacy, mobilised as it was on behalf of the state vehicle in every electoral 
contest held in the new order. malley suggests, instructively, that career 
civil servants have now taken over many of the top elected positions in lo-
cal governments since the fall of soeharto, riding on the coat tails of po-
litical parties, old and new. of the eighty-nine cases of new mayoral and 
bupati appointments that he examined across several Indonesian provinces 
from november 1999 to december 2001, two-thirds were reportedly career 
civil servants, while only a quarter were ‘other civilian’ (another 6 per cent 
were from the military) (malley 2003: 115). this is not only an indicator of 
continuity with the old new order but is also indicative of the success that 
soeharto-era local elites have had in reconstituting their power in the new 
democratic environment dominated by parties and parliaments.
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Given this background, it is not surprising that schisms within and be-
tween political parties are not, therefore, primarily ideological or policy-
related; their function has primarily been to act as vehicles for old and some 
new predatory elites to contest access to the spoils of state power. It is in-
structive as well that in spite of being provided with the opportunity to do 
so after ‘pancasila’ was dropped as the ideology to which all organisations in 
Indonesia must adhere,4 few parties have come to develop distinctive social, 
political and economic platforms,5 aside from some that emphasised their 
adherence to Islam, such as the Justice and prosperity party (pKs). even 
such Islamic parties, however, have tended to ‘moderate’ their focus on Is-
lamic identity over time. thus, as we shall see, local politics are so fluid that 
inter-party alliances at the local and provincial levels can take forms that 
have nothing to do with alignments at the national level and allow individu-
als and groups to regularly switch their allegiances with little or no concern 
for ideology, policy or programme. 

this view, however, is contested by a number of analysts. In a paper pub-
lished by the International Institute for democracy and electoral assistance 
(Idea) based in sweden, schneier (2005) acknowledges that soeharto’s abrupt 
departure from political power ‘left the entire structure of new order people 
and positions essentially intact’, but he views this as no real obstacle to incre-
mental change toward democracy and good governance. schneier specifically 
suggests, that ‘there is a dynamic by which a legislature’s growing ability to 
make marginal changes in policy emboldens its members and outside groups 
to seek incrementally larger inputs’ (2005: 21). more broadly, he argues that 
‘the success of the constitution-building process’ that has taken place as part 
of the process of establishing a new framework of governance in Indonesia 
‘is contingent on a continuing dialogue between elite and reform elements in 
Indonesia and their counterparts in the global environment’. he also points 
to the experience of the united states, where the Constitution was written by 
wealthy property owners to protect their interests, but ‘the institutions they 
created deliberately opened the system to progressive democratization and 
social justice’. schneier ventures, moreover, that this is exactly ‘what is hap-
pening in Indonesia’ (2005: 24), where the process is being helped along in a 
global context that is generally more conducive to democratisation. 

apart from simplifying the historical experience of the united states, 
and the social conflicts and struggles that gave the descendants of southern 
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slaves many of the rights of citizenship almost two centuries after the Con-
stitution was drafted, schneier’s analysis demonstrates some of the pitfalls of 
analyses that privilege institutional change as the central dynamic of social 
change. one of these is his implied ‘matter of time’ argument. his is a view 
that assumes that because new institutions are in place, new possibilities for 
important shifts in the structure of power and opportunities to consolidate 
liberal democracies will also be created in due course. Indonesia’s democracy, 
according to such a view, will ultimately become more liberal in character as 
the constitutional liberalism that schneier emphasises is nurtured gradually. 

however, institutions do not have a life of their own that is independent 
of context. so, rather than mirror the united states, Indonesian develop-
ments after 1998 reflect more closely post-authoritarian developments in the 
former american colony of the philippines. here, political parties, for ex-
ample, are described by one source from the early 1990s (marlay 1991) as 
lacking ‘coherent political programs’, and generally tend to champion ‘con-
servative social positions’. political parties in both countries also have to go 
to great lengths to enforce any semblance of ‘party discipline’, which is so 
low that ‘politicians switch ‘capriciously back and forth’ between vehicles, as 
pimentel (2006) had observed for the philippines. rocamora (1998) regards 
political parties in the philippines as belonging to elites who do not even 
attempt to organise support from broad segments of society but are under-
pinned by shifting coalitions centred on wealthy families. such families may 
be wealthy enough to unite municipal political organisations and finance 
electoral battles at the provincial level or for congressional district seats. 
shatkin’s (2003) analysis of local leadership in thailand displays how infor-
mal power blocs, sometimes linking local bosses engaged in a range of illegal 
economic activities to Bangkok bigwigs, lie beneath the surface of electoral 
and party politics and determine such matters as candidate selection. such 
a world as exists in Indonesia, thailand and the philippines is far from the 
liberal-pluralist model of aggregating and articulating functions, even if the 
model inadequately captures the empirical reality of the West itself.

since political parties in post-authoritarian southeast asian societies tend 
to be captured by conservative and predatory elites, they have little interest 
in pursuing programmes or policies that threaten the prevailing social rela-
tionships of power. as a consequence, Indonesia, the philippines and thai-
land may have parties, just like in the united states, and parliaments just like 
in Western europe, together with a range of other institutions associated 
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with democratic politics. however, the question remains: why do they oper-
ate so differently? to understand this apparent puzzle, one must go beyond 
institutions. 

here we must go back to a recurring theme in this book as far as Indo-
nesia is concerned: the possible survival and continued salience of predatory 
interests both at the levels of national and local politics in spite of a raft of 
institutional reforms in the neo-liberal vein. In Indonesia, as was mentioned 
earlier, Golkar had regained its ascendance over Indonesian political party 
life just six years after the fall of soeharto. It would be a grave mistake, how-
ever, to distinguish the interests that pervade in Golkar too starkly from 
those that underpin its rival political parties. as robison and hadiz have 
pointed out (2004: 227), other parties are ‘also well populated by a variety of 
elements—political entrepreneurs and fixers, business and bureaucratic in-
terests, both central and local’—that constituted the building blocks of the 
new order’s system of patronage, ‘albeit sometimes ensconced only in the 
second or third layers’. for these sorts of interests, parties and parliaments 
are now the main avenue to political power and control over state institu-
tions. thus, varying concentrations of old oligarchic forces are dispersed 
among virtually all the major political parties, which are joined by an array 
of relative newcomers variously emphasising statism or social justice appeals, 
typically with reference to nationalist or Islamic ideals. here and there, one 
will also find scattered bands of neo-liberal reformers, some with a high pub-
lic profile but limited weight in terms of internal political party wrangling. 
thus it is not possible to speak of a clear reformist or anti-reformist political 
party in Indonesia today, whether or not reformism is to be strictly defined 
in the neo-liberal vein. 

these developments are in turn partly attributable to the absence of ef-
fective organising vehicles representing social groups, such as labour and the 
peasantry, which were most politically marginalised under the new order. 
the consequence is that the struggle over reformasi became the domain of 
vehicles that drew on the interests of those who were part of the new or-
der’s extensive system of patronage, though not necessarily those who were 
ensconced at the very top layer. democratisation and decentralisation, the 
rise of parliaments and political parties in Indonesia has meant, in a nutshell, 
the rise in fortunes of individuals and groups that had been nurtured and 
cultivated by the new order as its local notables and apparatchik, minor 
political party operatives, fixers and entrepreneurs, and as its contractors, 
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gangsters and thugs. It is these sorts of people and groups whose ambitions 
have been raised by the new opportunities opened by decentralisation and 
democracy, as shown in Chapters 4 and 5.

perhaps most instructive of the nature of Indonesia’s democracy has been 
the repositioning of the role of organised goons and thugs in politics. for-
merly, these served as the informal henchmen of the new order. together 
with local military and police commands, they helped to ‘maintain order’ in 
local communities by keeping crime organised, while simultaneously profit-
ing from illegal trades like gambling, prostitution and drug trafficking. It 
was an open secret that much of this organised crime was taking place with 
gangsters working in cahoots with their military and police patrons and pro-
tectors locally (see ryter 2002; Wilson 2006). these criminals and thugs 
also helped to sustain a culture of fear that was important to the longevity 
of the new order in spite of its periodic rituals of demonstrating popular 
legitimacy through elections. as explained further, although these sorts of 
links to local military or police commands continue to be maintained by 
some ‘youth’ organisations, the ‘landscape’ of organised thuggery is now far 
richer and more diverse than it used to be. 

thus, within the first few years of the fall of soeharto’s centralised re-
gime, we witnessed the sudden proliferation of paramilitaries often related 
to individual political parties (see Wilson 2006). henk schulte-nordholt 
(2002: 51) reports that there are about thirty militia organisations in Indo-
nesia with an estimated membership of 700,000 people. of course, it is dif-
ficult to corroborate such figures; however, they are a good indicator of the 
proliferation of uniformed, though essentially civilian, groups of goons and 
thugs in post-authoritarian Indonesia. among the most notorious of these 
have been the pdI-p Satgas or task force, which seemed to have absorbed 
a large number of local thugs especially in and around such major cities as 
medan in north sumatra and surabaya in east Java. another feared outfit 
has been the Banser, a much older organisation linked to pKB, and its parent 
organisation, the ‘traditionalist’ Islamic nahdlatul uIama. the latter was 
heavily implicated in the anti-pKI actions of the 1960s. filling some of the 
space left by a military forced to take more than a step or two back from its 
previously pervasive role in politics as well as the informal security services 
business, some paramilitary forces have been hired by capitalists to protect 
factories during labour disputes.6 moreover, some representatives of these 
organisations have achieved success in local electoral contests, though they 
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have certainly not been able to achieve all of their lofty ambitions, as we shall 
observe in more detail later.

Decentralising Governance or Institutionalising Local Predatory Power?

c e n t r a l i s a t i o n  v s .  d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n

according to the World Bank (2003b: 1), Indonesia is now ‘one of the more de-
centralized nations in the world’. Its degree of decentralisation ‘is higher than 
the oeCd average, and all other east asian nations, except China’. for the 
most part, decentralisation has been deemed a success. the asia foundation 
(2004), for example, reports that local governments have coped well with the 
task of carrying out new functions and responsibilities delegated by the central 
government. however, much of the foregoing discussion suggests that such 
assertions should at least be questioned, especially with regard to objectives 
like the empowerment of local citizenries, public participation and the like. 

rather than aimed at substantively strengthening civil society participa-
tion at the local level, in more important ways decentralisation policy can 
be understood in relation to new quandaries arising from the politically and 
materially rising ambitions of local and regional elites immediately follow-
ing the fall of soeharto. thus the so-called ‘Big Bang’ of decentralisation 
was a tangible response from Jakarta to the new, growing aspirations of local 
elites (World Bank 2003b; Bunte 2004) given the unravelling of the new or-
der’s institutional framework of governance.7 these local elites had quickly 
latched on to the language of localism and of asserting local identities, often 
in ways that were quite distinctly if selectively atavistic, and which recalls 
some of the populist positions alluded to earlier in this book (see Introduc-
tion). though many of these same local elites had been fastened to the new 
order juggernaut, they were cognisant of the new opportunities being pre-
sented in the context of the very real diminishing capacity of the central 
state to impose its will and agenda.8 

It should also be noted that the national parliament that passed Indonesia’s 
decentralisation legislation was a leftover from the end of the soeharto era. 
schulte-nordholt (2004: 37) argues credibly that its most dominant element, 
the former state party, Golkar, perceived that its position was particularly 
vulnerable on the main island of Java in any future electoral contest. thus, 
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supporting the decentralisation thrust constituted an attempt to maintain 
key support bases in the outer islands, a strategy that also suited the aims of 
then-president habibie—who needed to distance himself from the centralis-
ing and authoritarian tendencies of his predecessor. 

It may be useful to recall at this time just how centralised the new or-
der was in its mechanics. as the anthropologist antlov notes, economic 
growth, which ‘integrated the diversity of regions in Indonesia’, was ‘man-
aged through a regulated and centralized system of plans and programs em-
anating from Jakarta down through provinces to districts, sub-districts and 
villages.’ In the heyday of the new order, ‘Government offices, from central 
agencies in Jakarta to village branches, were in control of this process and 
policy blueprints’, rather than local governments (antlov 2003b: 143). 

the formulation of these blueprints was a process that was no less heav-
ily centralised. thus, ‘priorities and initiatives were determined from atop 
and seldom in line with local demands. the diversity of Indonesia’s socio-
economic conditions and cultures—the array of customary rights and modes 
of decision-making associated with the peoples of different localities—was 
effectively ignored’ (antlov 2003b: 143). In other words, due to the absence 
of vehicles through which resistance could be effectively and cohesively or-
ganised, policies and regulations were not only established but also imple-
mented from above. policy-making, not surprisingly, hardly ever required the 
targeted sections of the population to be involved in any substantive way.

such a strategy of rule was reflective of the way in which a centralised 
system of patronage, centred on soeharto himself, had come to evolve and 
become entrenched over the course of the new order. antlov (2003b: 143) 
describes it in the following way:

a massive patronage system was created in which the central government 
awarded local governments with budget allocation in exchange for loyalty. 
Budget allocations were not based on performance or need, but rather on how 
close local governments were with the central government, and how well local 
elites could lobby decisions-makers in Jakarta. the resulting rent-seeking sys-
tem was effective in rapidly building the economy, but was not transparent or 
sustainable and created great regional dissatisfactions.

 the overall product of these circumstances was a rigid and politically sti-
fling regime, both for the locals and, arguably, for local officialdom. again, 
antlov’s description of the situation that existed (2003b: 144) is apt:



77The Localisation of Power and Institutional Change

Local government officials were accountable to central government authori-
ties rather than local constituencies and thus had very little grassroots liability 
and support. afraid of repression, citizens could not demand changes from 
their government. public policies were determined by the state. the central-
istic and authoritarian governance system also ruptured the social texture of 
local politics and community institutions. the crippling uniformity that the 
suharto regime imposed on ordinary people undermined critical thinking and 
extracted a heavy price in the form of uniformity, standardization, co-optation 
of community leaders, abuse of power, and corruption.

Indeed, the new order upon its inception had quickly enforced Jakarta’s 
grip over the country, which had experienced a number of regional rebellions 
of varying levels of seriousness in the 1950s. the new order achieved this by 
centralising the military apparatus and the state bureaucracy, a process that 
saw thousands of military officers appointed to strategic positions in local gov-
ernment, and the establishment of a military territorial system in which each 
layer of ‘civilian’ government was ‘shadowed’ by a parallel military command 
structure. until the post-soeharto decentralisation laws, the institutional 
foun dations for twenty-five years of central domination of the apparatus of 
governance were laid down in Law no. 5/1974, which made heads of local and 
provincial governments accountable to superiors in Jakarta. a further measure 
of centralisation was administered with Law no. 5/1979, which standardised vil-
lage administration throughout Indonesia on the basis of a Java-centric model 
and effectively reduced village heads to the status of subservient civil servants 
(macandrews 1986: 39; Kahin 1994: 209–210; Bourchier and hadiz 2003: 255). 

It is because of such a background that Laws no. 22/1999 and no. 25/1999 
that spearheaded Indonesia’s decentralisation seemed quite impressive. some 
of the more salient stipulations of these laws included:9

a) the scrapping of a regional hierarchy in which provinces supervise 
kabupaten (regencies) and cities. the consequence was the establish-
ment of the kabupaten and the city, instead of the provinces, as the fo-
cal points of regional governance. as a result, provincial governors are 
henceforth relegated to the position of mere ‘representatives’ of the 
centre, with little authority over the city mayor or bupati. 

b) the related granting of permission to the kabupaten and the town/city, 
as the focal points of governance, to deal directly with various Jakarta 
agencies and ministries.
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c) the awarding of jurisdiction over a large number of administrative 
and financial functions to the kabupaten and the city, but not over such 
matters as foreign policy, the judicial system, monetary/fiscal policy, 
religion, defence and security; these continue to be the domain of the 
central state.

d) the election of members of local parliaments (dprd) among the lo-
cal citizenry, from candidates offered by authorised political parties. 
the dprd, in turn, were to elect the local bupati or mayor (and in the 
case of the provincial-level dprd, the governor). this provided local 
parliamentarians with a great deal of latitude in terms of dealing with 
heads of local governments, whose election and tenure depended on 
them and the kinds of loose alliances and coalitions assembled in local 
parliaments. 

e) the establishment of the mayor/bupati as being accountable to the 
dprd or local parliament. the mayor or bupati must present periodic 
accountability reports to the relevant local parliament, which has the 
power to reject them. 

f) the vesting of the dprd with an array of broad powers. for example, 
members of the dprd are to be involved, together with their respec-
tive bupati or mayors, in the formulation of the budget of the kabupaten 
and the municipality as well as in formulating other legislation. the 
dprd also ‘supervises’ the implementation of bylaws/edicts. 

g) the simplification of local level administrative structures. during the 
new order, numerous national government bodies were represented 
through offices at the level of the town/city or kabupaten, as were local 
representations of provincial government offices. thus, a dual struc-
ture had existed that, under Law no. 22 /1999, was to be scrapped. the 
array of nationally- and provincially-affiliated offices was to be amal-
gamated and integrated under a single structure headed by the mayor 
of a city/town, or bupati in the case of a kabupaten. 

h) the transfer of an array of personnel functions to the local level of gov-
ernment, including those that deal with the appointment, transfer or 
dismissal of officials, as well as those that deal with their remuneration. 

i) the provision by the central government to the regions of a General 
allocation Grant (dau) that is to be ‘at least’ 25 per cent of domestic 
revenue. ninety per cent of this fund goes to regencies and cities and 
10 per cent to provinces. distribution to individual sub-national ter-



79The Localisation of Power and Institutional Change

ritories is done according to a special formula’ (turner and podger 
2003: 26).

j) the introduction of revenue sharing between central and regional 
governments in areas such as land and building taxes, forestry, fishery, 
mining and the important oil and gas sectors. according to the legis-
lation on the fiscal balance between central and regional governments 
(Law no. 25/1999), 85 per cent of oil revenues (after tax) were to be 
taken by the central government. the remaining 15 per cent is to be 
taken by the region from which the oil is extracted.

k) the stipulation of a special allocation Grant (daK) through which 
special regional initiatives could be funded. significantly, local gov-
ernments are also given the opportunity to secure loans, including 
loans from overseas sources.

l) the vesting of the ministry of home affairs with the power to cancel 
any regional decree or regulation deemed to be in contradiction to 
higher legislation or the ‘common good’.

In Indonesia, therefore, the initial design of decentralisation policy meant 
power being distinctly shifted from Jakarta to sub-provincial kabupaten and 
cities/towns, with the provinces in danger of being overlooked. as a point of 
comparison, decentralisation in the philippines meant the establishment of a 
multi-tiered system of governance supervision involving the president, pro-
vincial governors as well as city and municipal mayors; whereby the central 
government has limited supervisory power over local government beyond the 
provincial level. In thailand, by contrast, there exist separate administrative 
bodies responsible for the same territorial areas, one linked to the ministry 
of the Interior and the other being units of elected local governments at dif-
ferent territorial levels. here it is the empowerment of the latter that is in-
tended in the institutional design of decentralisation. the point, however, is 
that in all these cases, the institutional design of decentralisation—regardless 
of whether intended to facilitate technocratic and market rationality or pave 
the way for the empowerment of local communities—would prove to be less 
important than the kinds of social interests and forces that would actually 
preside over actual institutions. 

It should be noted in the Indonesian case that some of the stipulations 
on decentralisation listed above were later revised as a result of Law no. 
32/2004, which replaced Law no. 22/1999. as has been pointed out earlier, 
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the very limited official role of provincial governors became a bone of con-
tention as elites at the local, provincial and central levels of governance jos-
tled over control of state institutions and resources. thus, the status and 
power of the provinces and the provincial governors—and provincial level 
elites, in general—were to be partially restored in subsequent revisions of 
the decentralisation legislation. If governors had complained that mayors 
and bupati no longer recognised their authority because of the vagueness of 
1999 legislation,10 they were partially placated by the amendment that once 
again placed them more firmly in the role of superiors. again this was no 
mere wrangling over technical details. Coalitions of interests ensconced at 
the provincial level feared being left out of the spoils of local power.

furthermore, the 2004 legislative changes also established that mayors and 
bupati would be, for the first time, popularly elected. It is possible to view the 
changes to the 1999 legislation as being induced by conflicts related to grow-
ing challenge to the authority of Jakarta (and provincial governors) presented 
by bupati and mayors alike; paradoxically, these expressed both an attempt to 
rein them in and the growing propensity of aspiring local political bosses to 
carve out some form of institutional independence. In particular, one highly 
contentious issue between Jakarta and the regions pertained to the inclina-
tion of local dprds and heads of local governments to produce edicts and 
bylaws to supplement revenue in local budgets, many of which were contro-
versial not the least because of the growth of predatory, rent-seeking activi-
ties at the local level (Media Indonesia 15 June 2006). nevertheless, an impor-
tant change was already achieved by 1999 and was reflective of the newfound 
bargaining position of some local elites vis-à-vis Jakarta: by then the heads 
of local government were no longer to be appointed by power-holders in the 
capital as had been the practice during the new order. although the earlier 
change represented achievement in carving out a real degree of autonomy 
from the dictates of interests entrenched in Jakarta, the subsequent introduc-
tion of direct local elections represented the successful extrication of bupati 
and mayors from their great dependence on the local legislative bodies that 
had been charged with electing them in the interim system.11

t h e  f i s c a l  r e g i m e

It is important to note that much of the wrangling about the rules for gov-
erning regional autonomy or decentralisation has pertained to its material 
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basis; it most often concerned the financial arrangement set up between Ja-
karta and the regions to redistribute revenue. this arrangement also made 
accommodation for natural resource-rich areas to especially enjoy economic 
advantages.12 significantly, the outcome of the financial stipulations con-
tained in the 1999 legislation was that the revenues of kabupaten and city 
governments would derive from the dau, the transfer of revenue shares and 
income accruing from local taxes and levies. 

the World Bank (2005b: 1) soon came to enthuse that regions in Indo-
nesia ‘are responsible for one-third of all government spending, and half of 
the development budget’, and that most ‘spending on education, health and 
infrastructure is local’. many like turner and podger, however, have noted 
a pertinent fact: according to Indonesian official data, the main source of 
revenue for 92 per cent of the sub-provincial governments of cities and kabu-
paten came from the dau, ‘with half the regions depending on it for 90 per 
cent or more of their revenues’ (see turner and podger 2003: 40). according 
to a GtZ assessment, ‘there are no significant own-source revenues of the 
regions since all major taxes are still kept by the central government’, includ-
ing property taxes which in other countries are typically a local source of 
revenue (GtZ n.d.). 

such sobering assessments suggest that most local-level governments 
do not in fact enjoy a significant level of financial autonomy from Jakarta 
in spite of the bombastic rhetoric. according to Lewis and Chakeri (2004), 
moreover, the central government of Indonesia spends a little less than half 
its development budget outside Jakarta and provides more than one-third of 
the development spending of the regions; moreover, the central government 
spending sometimes covers costs that, under the decentralisation legislation, 
have actually been transferred to sub-national governments.

In reality, therefore, the majority of sub-provincial governments remain 
financially dependent on centrally-allocated funds, particularly governments 
of provinces that are not particularly rich in natural resources. the Indo-
nesian situation is not very different from those of thailand and the philip-
pines. But the problem in each case is not simply a lack of political will to 
genuinely decentralise. much of the hesitancy surrounding fiscal decentrali-
sation in particular is no doubt tied closely to continuing tug-of-wars between 
national-based coalitions of interests and those ensconced sub-nationally. 

With reference to thailand, for example, one document described the 
situation there in the late 1990s in the following terms:13 
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 (L)ocal government in thailand is subjected to strong control by the central 
government . . . most resources and revenues generated are drawn into the 
centre . . . What is left to the local government is hardly adequate to meet the 
needs of local communities, both urban and rural.

Like their counterparts in Indonesia, local government units in thailand 
have continued to rely heavily on central government subsidies,14 although 
the decentralisation act of 1999 intended that the share of government ex-
penditure under the jurisdiction of local authorities was to have increased 
gradually from 20 to 35 per cent (shatkin 2003: 20–21; Charas n.d.). By 
2006, the 35 per cent level was far from being reached,15 and this was at least 
partially reflective of a tug-of-war between Bangkok and local coalitions of 
power, much like what has developed in Indonesia. 

the situation is not very different in the philippines, where the Local 
Government Code 1991 ‘mandated an automatic transfer of 40 per cent of 
internal revenue collections and widened the taxing powers of local gov-
ernments,’ although this has not been achieved. nevertheless, according to 
rocamora (2004), decentralisation has meant significant increases in local 
government revenue. even in the philippines case, however, central subsi-
dies to local governments remain crucial.16 this displays the limitations of 
most local revenue bases, especially outside major municipalities,17 and also 
provides the central government with an economic instrument to control 
sub-national governments in spite of decentralisation. as in Indonesia and 
thailand, the implementation of the internal revenue-sharing scheme has 
not always been in accordance to the written law; in rocamora’s view, it has 
not kept up with functions being devolved to the local level.18 

In Indonesia, besides the necessity of ensuring that the central state cof-
fers remain adequate to carry out such tasks as debt servicing, it has been a 
matter of concern to maintain some kind of economic parity among the dif-
ferent provinces and regions, in spite of ideas expressed about the necessity 
for local governments to compete with each other for a greater part of the 
economic pie. the same official data mentioned above show that 20 per cent 
of regions in Indonesia could be considered very poor, while another 20 per 
cent were well off. the richest 10 per cent of localities, however, had more 
than six times the revenue per capita of the poorest 10 per cent (turner and 
podger 2003). the World Bank, for its part, estimates that the richest lo-
cal government in Indonesia today has fifty times the revenue per capita of 
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the poorest one, and the richest province has 10 times as much revenue per 
capita as the poorest province (World Bank 2003b: 34). Lewis and Chakeri 
(2004) find that central government spending in the regions has helped to 
mitigate such inequalities, but only to a limited extent.19 

It is in this context that the kabupaten of Kutai Kertanegara, in previously 
peripheral east Kalimantan, have become the most prominent beneficiary 
of decentralisation. a major producer of oil, gas and coal—and with a popu-
lation of only about 500,000—the Kutai Kertanagara local government re-
cently worked on the basis of a budget that was four times that of the entire 
nearby province of West Kalimantan (hill 2006), which has a population of 
roughly four million. 

Given the resources at his disposal, it is no coincidence that the bupati 
of Kutai Kertanegara, a new order-era Golkar stalwart named syaukani  
h. r. (van Klinken 2002.), came to be in a position to sponsor the formation 
of the apkasi (asosiasi pemerintahan Kabupaten seluruh Indonesia)—the 
main lobby group of kabupaten chiefs vis-à-vis Jakarta policy-makers. un-
der his leadership, apkasi attempted to fight the central government’s 2004 
amendments on the 1999 set of legislation for fear that these would rein in 
the powers of local governments (Kompas 27 may 2004). It was supported in 
its endeavour by other groups representing local power interests, including 
adeksi or the association of Indonesian municipal parliaments (Kompas 31 
January 2002). these associations clearly aspire to play a role in the future 
that is as prominent as that played by the various ‘leagues’ of local govern-
ment officials in the philippines, and play them far more effectively than the 
relatively tame thai associations.20

 much of the impetus for the amendments in Indonesian law had to do 
with the widespread perception that local governments were abusing their 
newfound powers when dealing with local revenue collection. significantly, 
the realities of budgetary constraints have induced local governments, with 
the approval of local parliaments, to develop new ways of collecting reve-
nue; these are usually in the form of the controversial new levies and taxes 
mentioned earlier, which by now number in the thousands. supporting the 
argument of local officials is the fact that approximately 2.6 million of 4.2 
million civil servants who were employed at other levels of government were 
transferred to the local level (Jakarta Post 24 october 2000). this placed the 
burden of responsibility of paying these civil servants’ salaries squarely on 
the shoulders of budget-constrained cities and kabupaten. 
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It is interesting, however, that the World Bank suggests that in aggre-
gate terms, local governments should not claim to be facing such a struggle. 
according to its calculations, ‘more than enough revenues were devolved in 
2001 to match the transferred expenditure responsibilities’. this is so even 
when one accounts for the salaries of re-assigned civil servants, and the 
maintenance of former central government offices (World Bank 2003b: 32). 

Whether driven by budgetary imperatives or simply by the impulse to 
carve out new economic niches or predatory practices autonomous from  
Jakarta politics, local officials routinely accuse Jakarta officials of not hav-
ing a real political will to wholeheartedly implement decentralisation. thus, 
local officials are particularly aggrieved at, and feel threatened by, central 
constraints on their taxation capacities. many also argue that authority 
over a number of areas of governance, legally stipulated to reside at the sub- 
provincial level, has in reality never been transferred to them by Jakarta.21 

It must be recalled that some statements from the very top of the Jakarta 
political hierarchy would have strengthened this perception among local of-
ficials of a lack of real intent to implement decentralisation. Indeed, no less 
than abdurrahman Wahid and megawati soekarnoputri were known as only 
reluctant supporters of decentralisation. during their respective presidencies, 
both expressed themselves as staunch supporters of the unitary state structure 
who were concerned about the evolution of any decentralisation framework 
that would be federalist all but in name. Indeed, megawati—whether unwill-
ing or unable to distinguish between national disintegration and federalism—
once pronounced her fear that Indonesians from different parts of the coun-
try will ‘have to raise our own flags, sing our own anthems and may well have 
to have our own militaries’ (Jakarta Post 17 July 2000). the commitment of 
the abdurrahman Wahid presidency to decentralisation was also questioned 
when it abolished the office of the state ministry for regional autonomy 
(Brodjonegoro 2003) in august 2000, leaving decentralisation matters to be 
absorbed into the responsibilities of the ministry of home affairs. 

Considerable controversy also erupted over the effective annulment of 
a local government right as stipulated by the legislation, that of borrowing 
from overseas sources. as a result, foreign borrowing continues to be nego-
tiated and managed centrally from Jakarta, in spite of the greater role that 
sub-provincial units of government should theoretically have had with de-
centralisation. this appears to contradict the regional autonomy laws that 
in fact allow local governments to borrow abroad, albeit through the central 
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government. they are unable to make use of this privilege, however, because 
rizal ramli, the coordinating minister for economic affairs under former 
president abdurrahman Wahid, had banned local administrations from 
seeking loans from both domestic and foreign sources as early as february 
2001 (Jakarta Post 13 february 2001). significantly, the International mon-
etary fund (Imf) had asked the Indonesian government not to allow pro-
vincial administrations to obtain loans and issue bonds, fearing that these 
could eventually burden the central government.

the above shows that the controversy around the scope and design of lo-
cal autonomy is indicative of contests among competing interests that have 
a concrete, material basis. this has been fairly consistently demonstrated in 
tussles around the rules of the game governing the power and jurisdiction of 
officials at the local, provincial and national levels.

In a nutshell, the politico-bureaucrats in Jakarta obviously have a vested 
interest in maintaining control over local financial resources while attempt-
ing to balance this against aspirations for greater local autonomy. on the 
other hand, local elites want to wrest direct control over these same re-
sources, and they typically cite the injustice of past practices that allowed 
Jakarta to exploit Indonesia’s vast riches at the expense of locals—this de-
spite disparities in wealth among Indonesia’s various regions. thus, the con-
test has clearly been about control over resources, though it is also often ex-
pressed in terms of local pride, or ethnic or regional identity versus national 
unity (e.g. schulte-nordholt and van Klinken 2007). 

It is important to note that the stakes involved will vary from place to 
place. they may be relatively limited in poor areas but not so for rising politi-
cal entrepreneurs in resource-rich places like Kutai Kertanegara. the bupati 
of Bantul in yogyakarta, who governs an area that is inclusive of the popular 
parangtritis tourist site, spoke in 2000—just before the formal implementa-
tion of the decentralisation laws—of setting up new local state enterprises that 
would take a leading role in a variety of endeavours.22 Interestingly, though 
obvious rent-seeking opportunities are much scarcer here than in cash-rich 
Kutai Kertanegara, the same bupati allegedly has been involved in such ac-
tivities as forcing businesses to make pay-offs when undertaking new projects 
and utilising public resources to fill his own electoral campaign war chest (sa-
virani 2004: 48–49). In any case, for this bupati and many like him, it is clearly 
better to have direct control over relatively scarce resources than to have no 
control over more abundant resources that are under Jakarta’s jurisdiction. 
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nevertheless, neo-institutionalist authors like turner and podger are in-
clined to view the reforms in Indonesia described above as primarily ‘driven 
by democratisation’. they suggest that the institutional changes are but the 
‘logical extension of the overthrow of authoritarianism and the introduction 
of democratic politics at the local level.’ the decentralisation legislation in 
particular, therefore, constituted no less than ‘further demonstration of the 
strong impetus to promote and establish democracy’ (turner and podger 
2003: 27) that existed in the immediate period following the end of soehar-
to’s stifling rule. 

yet proponents of such a fairly straightforward relationship between de-
centralisation and democracy have had cause for discomfort. Interestingly, 
turner and podger complain that Law no. 22/1999 does not provide an ‘ex-
plicit rationale’ for decentralisation. they point out that there are only ‘fleet-
ing references to its purpose’ in ‘emphasising democracy, promoting com-
munity participation, being guided by popular aspirations, and introducing 
a range of accountability measures’. thus, they warn against ‘one of the 
dangers of political decentralisation’—the mere substitution of elites with 
the result that ‘local populations fail to reap the benefits of local democracy’ 
(2003: 70). obviously, there are strong grounds for such fears. 

one of their other laments is quite revealing of how the technocratic and 
managerialist world view dictates neo-institutionalist accounts of decentrali-
sation and social change. a major flaw in the laws, as turner and podger see 
them, is the absence of ‘managerial and economic arguments extolling the 
efficiency advantages of decentralised governance’ (2003: 27). apparently, 
the fear is that without the unambiguous proclamation of such arguments, 
decentralisation would proceed aimlessly and fail to generate the intended 
institutions of good governance. But of course, the problem is much more 
complex than just the absence of such overt proclamations—decentralisation 
in Indonesia has morphed into something that is quite alien to the ‘good 
governance’ worldview because of the kinds of social interests that have pre-
sided over it.

the hopes, complaints and fears expressed by such authors encapsulate 
very neatly the dilemmas of the neo-liberal and neo-institutionalist under-
standing of decentralisation. on the one hand, decentralisation is viewed as 
part of the broader good governance agenda that is supposed to create the 
institutions necessary for the operations of the market. on the other hand, it 
is difficult to deny that the good governance agenda can be usurped by social 
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forces and groups that constitute strong sources of resistance to neo-liberal 
market reforms. though the formal rules of the game governing decentra-
lised governance were mainly designed by domestic and international tech-
nocrats, the case studies to which the book now turns reveal why they have 
not been able to run the local show at all. 
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this chapter examines the social and political bases of elite dominance in the 
context of the localisation of power in post-authoritarian Indonesia. It pays 
particular attention to the cases of north sumatra and east Java, for reasons 
discussed below, though references are also made to other regions, notably 
yogyakarta, which has a diversity of societal organisations and richness of 
intellectual life,1 and has long been considered an alternative centre of poli-
tics to Jakarta. among the key issues examined are those that revolve around 
identifying local elites and their interests and the institutions and vehicles 
through which they attain or secure their positions within the institutions 
of governance of Indonesia’s decentralised democracy.2 many of these same 
questions occupied shiraishi (2003) soon after the first electoral contests 
were held in the post-soeharto period in June 1999. shiraishi’s survey, signif-
icantly, found that the majority of local parliamentarians have backgrounds 
in new order-era political parties and youth and mass organisations.3 

the picture that emerges from this chapter is one of local elites who have 
little abiding interest in good governance reforms in the neo-institutionalist 
vein. In fact, it may be argued that reforms involving transparency and ac-
countability run diametrically opposed to their largely predatory inclina-
tions. however, the groups that comprise these local elites have a large stake 
in the localisation of power, thus in decentralisation and democracy, and 
would be among those with the most to lose from any slide back to centra-

a political sociology of Local elites

Chapter Four
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lised authoritarianism, regardless of political genealogies that frequently can 
be traced back to the new order. What these local elites have learned to do, 
effectively, is to safeguard their interests while negotiating with neo-liberal 
reformist impulses emanating from pockets of technocratic power in Jakarta 
and from within influential international development organisations. an ob-
servation can be made also about some similarities in terms of the attributes 
of rising Indonesian local elites in relation to their counterparts elsewhere. 
as in post-authoritarian thailand and the philippines, successful local elites 
in contemporary Indonesia tend to be those who already have access to sub-
stantial material resources as well as some degree of control over instruments 
of political intimidation, though the role of political violence in electoral 
politics remains much less salient in Indonesia than in the other southeast 
asian cases.

Terrains of Local Politics: North Sumatra and East Java

It should be noted that the geographically uneven nature of the develop-
ment of capitalism, and therefore of integration with the world economy, 
often means that different parts of the same country will have experienced 
economic globalisation in diverse ways. this is perhaps most evident today 
in the rising economic behemoth that is China (Breslin 2000), where the 
coastal provinces in the southeast have far outstripped the rest of the country 
in terms of growth and the intensity of social change. It is for related reasons 
that north sumatra and east Java are of particular interest in terms of un-
derstanding tendencies toward the localisation of power within the broader 
processes of economic globalisation.

Both north sumatra and east Java have long been vibrant urban and in-
dustrial centres, through which links between the Indonesian national econ-
omy and global markets have been forged back to colonial times. north su-
matra, for example, was a centre of the vital colonial-era plantations sector, 
while east Java is home to the major port city of surabaya—now regarded 
as a gateway from the western to the eastern parts of Indonesia—as well as 
to vast rural and agricultural hinterlands. east Java is also the site of oil and 
natural gas fields in Cepu and Bojonegoro, respectively. during the new 
order, north sumatra and east Java benefited from the national economic 
development policy; for example, both were locations for sprawling and 
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quickly expanding centres of light manufacturing industry in the 1980s and 
1990s. Like the heavily industrialised areas in and around Jakarta, portions 
of east Java and north sumatra were sites of growing unrest and indepen-
dent organisational activity by industrial workers during the late soeharto 
years (hadiz 1997; Kammen 1997; ford 2003). In a nutshell, north sumatra 
and east Java have long been among the parts of Indonesia in which integra-
tion with the world economy has taken place most intensively.

east Java and north sumatra are also among the most heavily populated 
provinces in Indonesia. the population of east Java is 34.8 million, making 
it the second most heavily populated of Indonesia’s provinces. this is sec-
ond only to West Java, which is exceptional because large portions of it are 
but extensions of the gargantuan Jakarta economy. north sumatra’s popu-
lation is considerably smaller, although its 11.7 million people make it the 
most heavily populated province outside of Java, which is one of the world’s 
most densely populated islands. the capital city of east Java, surabaya, is 
inhabited by about 2.6 million people while medan, the capital city of north 
sumatra, has close to 2 million citizens; this makes surabaya and medan the 
second and fourth largest cities in Indonesia, respectively.4 these statistics 
mask the fact that sprawling industrial, urban and peri-urban formations, 
with a substantial number of inhabitants, surround these two cities to make 
up a Greater surabaya and Greater medan with much larger total popula-
tions. any brief visit to these cities will confirm the existence of massive 
peri-urban formations that are in reality inextricable from the economy and 
society of both cities. In this regard, they are but smaller versions of Jakarta, 
which spilled-over into neighbouring tangerang, Bekasi and depok a long 
time ago; the vast urban sprawl that is metro manila, which made incursions 
into such regions as Cavite; and the thai behemoth that is the extended 
Bangkok metropolitan region.

as in many other parts of Indonesia, in both north sumatra and east 
Java, those who inhabited the lower layers of the system of patronage on 
which the new order was premised have been the greatest beneficiaries of 
the opening of political space. they have since latched on to political parties 
and parliaments at the local level, which they now populate and typically 
dominate, to further their growing ambitions (hadiz 2003, 2004a, 2004b; 
malley 2003). as mentioned, this has raised the issue of the emergence of 
new, decentralised systems of corruption that are at least equally rabid as the 
new order’s but, undoubtedly, less predictable—to the chagrin of business. 
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one major east Java-based businessman in the real estate sector calculates 
that official and unofficial levies make up to 20 per cent of his operating 
costs.5 In 2002, the leaders of two north sumatran business associations 
claimed that ‘some 70 percent of development projects in the north sumatra 
provincial administration were tarnished by the practices of collusion, cor-
ruption and nepotism’ (Jakarta Post 23 september 2002). echoing a fairly 
commonly held opinion in the general public, Indonesian political scientist 
Indria samego laments that ‘people got nothing out of autonomy, while local 
officials got rich’ (Jakarta Post 21 august 2002).

as elsewhere in Indonesia, electoral politics have become lively in north 
sumatra and east Java since the departure of soeharto from the political 
stage. In north sumatra and the rest of Indonesia, the pdI-p was the clear 
victor in the 1999 elections. It won 10 of the 24 north sumatran allocated 
national parliamentary seats, 30 of the 85 provincial parliamentary seats and 
228 of the overall 690 seats scattered across the sub-provincial parliaments 
in the province.6 altogether, the pdI-p won over 2 million of the 5.1 million 
votes cast in north sumatra, while in second place was Golkar, the former 
state party of the new order, with around 1.1 million votes. the fortunes 
of the pdI-p in north sumatra were to change in 2004 as a reflection of its 
dwindling popularity nationwide after several years of the megawati presi-
dency, during which she failed to fulfil the high expectations of, especially, 
the poor among her supporters. In 2004, the pdI-p only managed slightly 
more than 825,000 of the over 5.5 million votes cast in north sumatra. 
this was well behind the result achieved by Golkar, which won more than 
1,130,000 of the votes,7 thus winning first place in the province, as it did na-
tionally this time around. 

In east Java, the pdI-p came second in 1999, winning 6.7 million of the 
approximately 19.8 million votes cast. the victor in east Java in 1999, not 
surprisingly, was the pKB led by former president abdurrahman Wahid; the 
party is particularly strong in the province’s rural hinterland. here, the pKB 
won more than 7 million votes although, significantly, the pdI-p was victo-
rious in the capital city of surabaya.8 not coincidentally, rural east Java is 
also the mainstay of the nahdlatul ulama, the traditional Islamic organisa-
tion with a reputed membership of 30 to 35 million nationally, and which is 
mainly organised on the basis of networks of Islamic boarding schools or pe-
santren. In 2004, the pKB maintained its first place position in the province, 
winning 6.3 million of the votes cast out of a total of just over 20.5 million. 
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the pdI-p and Golkar mustered a little over 4.3 million and just under 2.7 
million of the votes, respectively.9

the ups and downs in the political fortunes of political parties are highly 
suggestive of a vibrant democratic life in Indonesia today. While it is true 
that decentralisation has been accompanied by democratisation in north 
sumatra and east Java, as it has elsewhere in Indonesia, this is not the com-
plete story. the present and following chapters will illustrate in some detail 
how predatory elites have appropriated Indonesia’s institutions of decentrali-
sation and democracy. 

The Arena of Struggles

a few basic propositions need to be put forward at this juncture about Indo-
nesia’s local elites. first, former new order elites have learned to dominate 
democracy at the local level through the use of money politics and various 
instruments of selective political mobilisation and intimidation. Insofar as 
relatively new players have entered the game, including those with at least 
nominally reformist credentials, they have also been largely drawn into the 
logic of money politics and rent-seeking to ensure their political survival.10 

second, among these new order elites are old bureaucrats who now wish 
to transform their longstanding hold on the bureaucracy into direct posses-
sion of political power, and they have sought to do this mainly by cobbling 
together local coalitions that would support their forays into elected office. 
third, also among these increasingly salient elites are local entrepreneurs, 
commonly presiding over only small- or medium-level businesses—for exam-
ple, in contracting, trade or a range of services—whose ambitions have simi-
larly been on the rise. although many are content to participate in the new 
democratic arena as unofficial financial backers of candidates11—more than a 
few in the hope of obtaining access to contracts and gaining other forms of 
preferential treatment from local government—a growing number have di-
rectly plunged into electoral politics by contesting local elections. thus many 
local entrepreneurs now seek to reinforce their economic position through 
possession of direct political power. In this regard, comparisons with post-
authoritarian thailand in particular are instructive, where arghiros notes, 
citing Withaya, that ‘around 61 per cent of councillors in office between 1990 
and 1995 were merchants or owned their own business’ (2001: 24).
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significantly, many such local entrepreneur-politicos in contemporary In-
donesia have backgrounds in business associations that were linked to Golkar 
and the state during the new order. among the most notable are Gapensi 
(the Indonesian national Contractors association), Kadinda (branch of the 
nationally-organised Indonesian Chamber of Commerce and Industry), reI 
(Indonesian real estate association), hIppI (the Indonesian Indigenous 
entrepreneurs association) and hIpmI (the association of Indonesian 
young entrepreneurs). these were all organisations through which busi-
nesspeople forged political alliances, advanced their business fortunes and 
sought access to state projects and patronage. though clearly always playing 
in a league much lower than the Jakarta-based conglomerates of the soe-
harto period, these businesses were no less distinctly a part of, and nurtured 
within, the network of patronage that extended down to the local level dur-
ing the heyday of the new order.

fourth, an array of goons and thugs that had played the role of local en-
forcers during much of the new order has also been seeking to establish a 
niche within Indonesia’s democracy. Given the scrutiny placed on the human 
rights record of Indonesia’s military and police forces following the demise of 
the new order, they have been well-positioned to provide muscle when po-
litical actors and groups require instruments of coercion, intimidation or se-
lective mass mobilisation.12 even though their fortunes, collectively, have not 
been consistently good, many among their ranks have grown in ambition and 
have actively tried to wrest control of local political party instruments, as well 
as contest local office. here, lines of comparison with the philippines—where 
‘goons and guns’ (plus gold) have ‘traditionally’ featured prominently in local 
political life—can be drawn to some extent, as they can be with thailand. It 
should be pointed out that levels of gross acts of political violence in Indonesia 
have yet to reach those associated with post-authoritarian politics in either the 
philippines or in thailand, where politically motivated murders, for example, 
are more regular occurrences.13 In fact, as discussed in Chapter 6, many local 
elites in Indonesia are lately developing an interest in ensuring that violence 
in local politics is curtailed as much as possible during election time. 

finally, usually scattered within the other groups are political operators 
who have emerged out of student and mass organisations that were either 
considered to be amenable or tolerated by the new order. among these are 
the hmI, the Islamic students association; the GmnI, the association of 
‘nationalist’ students with traditional affinities to soekarnoist populism;14 
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the GmKI, an association of Christian students; and the KnpI, the new 
order-era state-sponsored corporatist youth organisation. such organisa-
tions had traditionally been a major recruiting ground from which the new 
order replenished its supply of political operators and apparatchik; thus, 
they were rather important conduits to power. It should be remembered 
that members of the hmI and other non-communist student organisations, 
perhaps most notably the small but well-connected pmKrI (association of 
Catholic students of the republic of Indonesia), played a major role in the 
destruction of the pKI and its affiliate organisations and in the early process 
of the new order’s institutional development.

It should be noted that the above ‘list’ of local elites is not exhaustive nor 
is it mutually exclusive in nature, as individuals can straddle more than one 
of the categories. easily added to this list, for example, are local aristocrats 
and assorted nobilities (dwipayana 2005), strewn across many parts of Indo-
nesia, who see decentralisation as an opportunity to press their claims for a 
privileged place in the post-authoritarian system. they will do this by latch-
ing on to decentralisation demands that are made in the name of protect-
ing local identity and culture or religion (faucher 2007: 443); the enactment 
of customary law, for example, would almost anywhere largely benefit pre-
capitalist ruling elites. many of them might overlap with what van Klinken 
(2002) calls new ‘ethnic elites’. 

Van Klinken (2004) also notes that long-dead sultanates and mini royal-
ties are being revived all across Indonesia, and many members of old royal 
families see democratisation and decentralisation in Indonesia as a window 
of opportunity for regaining their social and political standing. Clearly, pop-
ulist sentiments, partly consisting of the call to return to old traditions—
and of the type discussed in the Introduction—are an important part of the 
ideological weaponry of these kinds of social actors as they seek to carve out 
a niche for themselves in local politics after 1998. their predictably atavistic 
pretensions have often had negative effects on inter-ethnic relations in areas 
characterised by the presence of an ‘indigenous’ people and significant mi-
grant populations.15

Local nobilities and other traditional elites are not rank outsiders who 
are only now trying to gain a foothold on local power with the demise of 
authoritarianism. as magenda’s (1991) study of east Kalimantan elites in the 
1980s showed, one dynamic of the new order involved the absorption of 
local nobilities into the local state apparatus, and so many of them will have 
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been endowed with considerable local bureaucratic power. In other words, 
some ‘royalist’ social actors may actually represent entrenched local bureau-
cratic interests pursuing new strategies of social and political ascendancy.

Whatever a more ‘complete’ list of salient local elites would actually look 
like,16 an important point to make is that local politics today also offer teas-
ing glimpses of Indonesia’s possible near future. It is interesting, for example, 
that even local politicos sometimes speculate that only the rich will soon be 
able to win political office. What this kind of speculation actually throws 
up is the real possibility that parties and parliaments will sooner than later, 
and much less ambiguously, become vehicles for the distribution of the spoils 
of power among the wealthy and the ruthless.17 thus, Indonesia’s democ-
racy could increasingly exclude those unequipped to play the game of money 
politics, and to a lesser extent thuggery, in spite of the widening of political 
participation through elections and the stated intentions of decentralisation 
policy. In other words, the localisation of power may continue to produce 
domains within which local elites preside over contests to control institu-
tions and resources without significantly empowering local citizenries.

of course, the rich are especially well positioned in most functioning 
democracies in the world today—the united states is one of the finer ex-
amples of a democracy whose workings are dominated by the moneyed and 
propertied. such an observation clearly would not have surprised Karl marx. 
nevertheless, the observation pertaining to Indonesia takes on a different 
importance in relation to the logic of a particularly predatory mode of poli-
tics, whereby control over public institutions and their resources becomes a 
major means for private accumulation as well as the forging of corrupt net-
works of patronage, including through non-transparent and illegal forms of 
distributing largesse. thus, as to be expected, local officials in Indonesia are 
finding their positions quite profitable, as the rent-seeking possibilities of-
fered by decentralisation are enhanced, and new alliances with local business 
interests are forged. one former member of the surabaya legislature openly 
confesses to receiving regular kickbacks from businesspeople to facilitate 
their projects; he considers this to be ‘normal’ practice.18 In the same vein, 
savirani speaks of entrepreneurs giving kickbacks to the bupati of Bantul in 
yogyakarta, who some consider a reformer, as a matter of course when doing 
business in his area of jurisdiction (2004: 48–49). 

the new rent-seeking opportunities provided by decentralisation clearly 
make up the fuel for the often intense levels of conflict that surround contests 
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for control of key institutions of governance at the local level. In places like 
north sumatra and east Java, especially in the more economically advanced 
and industrial areas that surround the capital cities of medan and surabaya, 
respectively, much is to be gained by local elites through their levy-making 
prerogatives and control over local budgets. through the control of these 
local budgets, officials are able to approve or reject projects, for example, and 
are able to be involved in the widespread practice of marking up their actual 
costs. In this regard, the Indonesian experience does not depart substantially 
from that of the thai, as documented by authors like arghiros. he notes that 
thai local politicians have stood to gain much from approving development 
budgets and infrastructure projects through which businessmen can make 
huge profits from skimming and overstating costs (arghiros 2001: 23–24).

Clearly, it is quite easy in a world such as this for would-be reformers to be 
either marginalised or simply sucked into the logic of rent-seeking. the late 
yogyakarta provincial parliamentarian, ryadi Gunawan, talked about gradu-
ally reforming his party, the pdI-p, through an internal gradual process. a 
former academic and nGo activist who had been active in the GmnI, he ex-
pressed disappointment at the same time with the fact that he had to regularly 
deal with corrupt practices as well as goons and thugs within the party, though 
he had come to accept this as being unavoidable.19 marin purba, a former crit-
ical student figure based in Bandung in the 1980s and active in the Christian 
student organisation, the GmKI, somehow managed to win the mayoralty of 
the town of pematang siantar in north sumatra through complex deals with 
a number of political parties in the local legislature.20 though keen to project 
an image of technocratic rationality and professionalism, he was to be ousted 
from office because of his implication in a corruption scandal. 

the advent of direct popular elections for heads of local and provincial 
governments (discussed in Chapter 6) also provided the stimulus for the cre-
ation of some peculiar political bedfellows. for example, some well-known 
representatives of predatory elites, and nGo and other reformist activists 
have sometimes converged in supporting particular candidates due to pecu-
liar local exigencies. In such cases, the activists often become quite acutely 
aware of the strains being placed on their self-perceptions of personal integ-
rity as they are forced to engage in the ruthless game of money politics.

Interestingly, local politicos have sometimes been placed on the defensive 
in the public discourse by having to rationalise what appear to be policies 
that repel investment and place a burden on ordinary citizens—the exact 
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opposite of what decentralisation is supposed to achieve according to neo- 
liberal/neo-institutionalist prescriptions. despite the growing criticism of 
local levies, for example, medan parliamentarian and Pemuda Pancasila prom-
inent figure Bangkit sitepu suggested in 2001 that it should not be problem 
for businesspeople to give back to society some of the profits they have been 
allowed to enjoy.21 this is an opinion not dissimilar to that often voiced by 
representatives of locally powerful groups latching on to populist notions of 
justice, especially those laced with racist sentiments against members of the 
ethnic Chinese business community.22 

such an opinion is obviously worrisome to international development or-
ganisations like the World Bank, which have invested resources as well as a 
significant measure of prestige into the Indonesian decentralisation process, 
and for whom decentralisation itself is a major pivot of good governance and 
markets. thus, World Bank economists in Indonesia came to characterise 
decentralisation here as a ‘flawed process’—one that still opens up immense 
opportunities to improve the lives of ordinary people but is marred by a host 
of ‘nuisance taxes’ imposed by local governments that adversely affect the 
climate of business (Jakarta Post 16 July 2003). 

It should be emphasised that local predatory interests are not entirely 
homogenous in their make-up. thus, there also can be important tensions 
and contradictions insofar as local interests are concerned: businesspeople 
like yopie Batubara, elected in 2004 as a member of the dpd representing 
north sumatra, or medan-based ethnic Chinese entrepreneur surya sam-
purna echo then KadIn chief aburizal Bakrie’s concerns, voiced in Jakarta, 
that the barrage of new, formal and informal levies will burden business and 
discourage investment.23 yet, in spite of such locally-rooted tensions and 
contradictions, distinct politico-business alliances at the sub-national level 
are clearly emerging; these are concerned about gaining a measure of au-
tonomy from the dictates of Jakarta. this is particularly so given that rent-
seeking opportunities at the local level can be quite enticing, as the divide 
between the realms of politics and business, and the public and the private, 
remains as hazy as during the heyday of the new order. Local nGo activ-
ists in north sumatra, for example, have characterised the provincial parlia-
ment there as a ‘boxing ring’, in which parliamentarians slug it out with one 
another to further the interests of powerful business groups with which they 
have respectively forged alliances to pursue rent-seeking opportunities.24 
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one major area of controversy insofar as business interests are concerned 
relates to which level of government actually has the jurisdiction over in-
vestment approvals. officials at different levels regularly give conflicting ac-
counts of the formal procedures of foreign investment and how much real 
autonomy sub-provincial authorities have with regard to approving new proj-
ects. Whatever the actual written rules spell out, the reality of uncertainty 
does not bode well for Indonesia’s efforts to attract foreign investors after 
the debacle of the 1997–1998 economic crisis. furthermore, according to 
one researcher, it would be difficult to get approval for many new investment 
projects if members of local legislatures were not approached and somehow 
remunerated.25 the consequences of this situation is investor lack of con-
fidence in the state’s ability to uphold and enforce legal contracts and the 
requirement that they seek out the instruments through which politically-
connected racketeers can be dealt with, for example, in the form of non-
transparent deals with local politicos. 

Conscious of the newfound power and authority of heads of local govern-
ments, and because ‘the paradigms on doing business’ have now changed, 
a ‘meet the Bupatis’ forum was organised in Jakarta as early as may 2002 
by no less than two leading international firms operating in Indonesia—pt 
harvest International and pt microsoft Indonesia. during the forum, the 
chief executive officer of harvest International, harvey Goldstein—who has 
had years of experience in Indonesia and often acts as an unofficial spokes-
man for foreign investors—proclaimed that as most business activity takes 
place outside of Jakarta, doing business in the regions required ‘a firm and 
committed relationship with the Bupatis’ (Guerin 2002). Clearly, interna-
tional investors have become increasingly aware of the importance of forg-
ing alliances with local officials.

In this connection, many central government officials openly suggest, 
however, that local officials lack the skill and ability to negotiate complex 
contracts, for instance with large multinational mining companies, and 
that this responsibility should remain with Jakarta (Jakarta Post 30 octo-
ber 2000). much of this notion stems from the belief that local politicos are 
poorly educated, which is supposed to explain the poor performance of many 
local legislative bodies. the failure of local parliamentarians to live up to the 
standards of ‘good governance’ is better explained, however, by their innate 
interests rather than poor education. Indeed, shiraishi (2003) discovered in 
four provinces he surveyed (north sumatra, east Java, Bali and east Kali-
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mantan) in 1999 that the vast majority of local parliamentarians were univer-
sity graduates, though of course there is a large number of tertiary education 
institutions in Indonesia with questionable reputations.

thus, on the basis of a viewpoint directly opposite to that frequently stated 
by Jakarta-based technocrats, the bupati of deli serdang in north sumatra 
in 2001—at the time a retired military officer—expressed his annoyance at 
what he saw as Jakarta’s underestimation of the capabilities of local officials. 
In his view, local officials and politicos are more than capable of carrying out 
the burden and responsibilities of decentralisation. for him, this was merely 
another excuse not to devolve power and authority to the local level. he was 
equally adamant that investment plans within his area of jurisdiction would 
have to go through his office though this was denied by the then provincial 
governor, the late teuku rizal nurdin. the latter insisted that the right to 
approve investment projects was a prerogative of government at the provin-
cial level.26 Given the preponderance of kickbacks related to investment ap-
proval procedures, the lack of clarity regarding the jurisdiction of each level 
of government is undoubtedly troublesome for potential investors.

In response to such a problem, the central government has made initia-
tives to simplify investment procedures and update the existing legislation 
governing foreign investment. In april 2004, president megawati soekar-
noputri signed a decree on investment procedures that aimed to ‘end confu-
sion about which authorities investors should approach, following the imple-
mentation of a huge regional autonomy programme in 2001’ (Jakarta Post 
16 april 2004). this did not seem to solve the problem, however. accord-
ing to the same newspaper report, ‘the decree said regional officials as well 
as ministerial offices may transfer their authority for issuing permits to the 
[national Investment Coordinating Board]. But it did not say whether they 
must do so’. such ambiguity displays the continuing tug-of-war between of-
ficials at different levels of governance.

Investment procedural issues will take particularly sticky forms in in-
dustries that are resource-based. Gellert notes, for example, that during the 
habibie and Wahid presidencies, governments at the level of the kabupaten 
were given the authority to issue ‘timber utilisation permits’, as well as ‘tim-
ber extraction permits’. this was of course in line with the decentralisation 
agenda that was running at full speed at the time. the outcomes, however, 
were a boom in the issuance of such permits and the effective legalisation 
of lucrative illegal logging activities. a struggle ensued whereby the central 
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government under president megawati soekarnoputri attempted to restrict 
the authority of local governments over logging. Gellert remarks as well that 
the kabupaten continued to issue small-scale logging permits and impose lo-
cal fees for quite some time, while the collection of central fees remained 
minimal. he also adds that the bupati of Berau, in forestry-rich east Kalim-
antan, was brought up on charges of embezzling us$9.4 million in relation 
to the tax obligations of companies engaged locally in lucrative logging ac-
tivities (Gellert 2005: 154–155). 

on occasion, local predatory interests will collide spectacularly with 
those of foreign investors, as was the case in the controversial sale of 25.5 
per cent shares of the state-owned cement producer, semen Gresik, to the 
mexican concern, Cemex. a semen Gresik subsidiary named semen padang, 
a cement producer in West sumatra, was also involved in the purchase by 
default. the problem that ensued was that the management of semen pa-
dang and local politicos in West sumatra adamantly opposed the deal and 
were eventually able to win the support of some members of the central gov-
ernment in Jakarta. frustrated with the protracted wrangling over its pur-
chase, Cemex brought the government of Indonesia to arbitration after the 
latter failed to abide by a 1998 investment deal that was supposed to allow 
the company to gradually become the majority shareholder of semen Gresik 
(Jakarta Post 26 may 2006). on the other hand, through a different company 
called pt andalas tuah sakato, the government of West sumatra stated its 
intent to purchase the shares in dispute (Tempo Interaktif no. 38/VI/may 
23–29, 2006) and was opposed to an alternative arrangement whereby the 
exasperated Cemex would sell its stake in pt semen Gresik to an Indonesian 
private concern, pt rajawali, owned by new order-era businessman peter 
sondakh, or to pt Bosowa, a company seen to be linked to Vice-president 
Jusuf Kalla.27 though the stand-off was finally resolved by the sale to ra-
jawali (Jakarta Post 25 July 2006), the issue has been both very emotive in 
West sumatra, where local politicos have successfully used populist and ata-
vistic sentiment to cast semen padang as a source of pride of the people, as 
well as exceedingly messy. In a damning indictment of opponents of Cemex, 
the journalist Vincent Lingga (Lingga 2006), characterises them as:

vested interests, narrowminded nationalists and various groups of rent seekers 
[who] have tried since 2001 to spin off sp [sement padang], one of three sG 
cement subsidiaries, from the sG [semen Gresik] group. Leaders of the West 
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sumatra provincial legislature, the then governor of West sumatra and top sp 
executives in mid-2001 passed a decree expropriating sp until such time as it 
is separated from sG. But would the campaign to spin off sp from sG to make 
it a stand-alone state company really benefit the West sumatra people? not 
likely, if the findings of the special audit on sp by priceWaterhouseCoopers in 
2004–2005 is any indication. 

according to Lingga, in the same article:

the rent seekers simply want to retain sp as their cash cow as they did in 
2000–2003. the forensic audit that was made at the order of sG shareholders 
and completed in may 2005 found almost all types of bad corporate gover-
nance practices rife in sp. they were notably rampant between 2001 and sep-
tember 2003, when it was controlled by the then renegade management with 
the full support of local rent seekers within the legislature and local adminis-
tration. auditors estimated tens of millions of dollars in outright and potential 
losses due to bad practices or even blatant fraud in procurement, inventory and 
marketing management.

Local Elites, Local Ambitions

following up on the points made in the previous chapter, special attention 
will now be devoted to local elites who have dominated Indonesia’s party 
politics and electoral contests—conducted from 2005 on the basis of the 
popular vote, and before that on the basis of voting confined to local parlia-
mentary bodies. these contests are intricately related to the emergence of 
still shifting and mutually competing local systems of patronage, cemented 
by money politics, and at times, instruments of political coercion involving 
youth/gangster organisations and civilian militia. 

significantly, competition among different groups of enforcers has be-
come more intense and less regulated than it was during the new order. 
although typically revolving around turf disputes, inter-gang conflict has 
also been more directly related to the dynamics of inter-political party com-
petition. this is unlike the previous new order era, during which state-
sponsored henchmen and enforcers would characteristically find protectors 
within the local Golkar leadership or military and police commands. It is 
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in the context of this new, unpredictable and frequently rough-and-tumble 
world of local politics that conflict and competition within a diverse array 
of local elites will be examined, with particular consideration given to the 
new order-era entrepreneurs, bureaucrats and henchmen who have now re-
invented themselves as democratic actors.

It is interesting that many of the examples of conflict among players in lo-
cal politics are often presented by the actors themselves, at the one extreme, as 
having to do with lofty conceptions of political morality or community inter-
est. at the other extreme, they are also often presented as boiling down to ba-
nal rivalries between local individuals and personalities, as animosities among 
different political actors may indeed run very deep for a variety of reasons.28 
these kinds of self-presentations are often quite misleading. Whether or not 
banal, underlying these conflicts is almost always the scramble for power and 
control over key institutions and resources. the crux of the matter is that con-
trol of local political offices and machineries, and the resultant access to rent-
seeking opportunities, provide the concrete basis for some of the most intense 
of electoral and political party conflicts at the local level in post-authoritarian 
Indonesia. furthermore, many of these conflicts instructively involve the 
growing schism between local coalitions of power and those based in Jakarta. 

In connection with the previously mentioned example of central and lo-
cal conflict over the issuance of highly lucrative logging permits, obidzinski 
(2005: 199) notes how the framework of decentralisation had made the bupati 
very powerful and, therefore, predictably encouraged businesspeople in that 
industry to heed local governments at the expense of Jakarta. such conflicts 
are no less than the concrete manifestations of a continuing tug-of-war among 
powerful coalitions of interests at different levels of governance that have a 
tangible, material basis. they have considerable impact as well on the way in 
which the formal institutions of decentralisation, and of democracy, continue 
to be forged and reshaped in Indonesia, and the modes in which they actually 
operate. mcCarthy (2007), in particular, in his study of Central Kalimantan, 
offers a grim picture of how illegal logging involves conflict in which a range 
of people, from gangsters to officials at various levels of government to busi-
nessmen and traditional local notables, all play an integral part.

b u r e a u c r a t s  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r

as was noted earlier, not long after the fall of the new order, malley had 
shown that old new order bureaucrats tended to already dominate and pre-
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vail in local electoral contests. the significance of this observation is that it 
indicates how individuals endowed with bureaucratic power, as career bu-
reaucrats, have successfully sought to transform themselves into holders of 
political power proper. again, the Indonesian situation is not exceptional 
when developments here are placed in the context of broader global develop-
ments. In post-soviet russia, for example, it has been noted that prominent 
members of the old communist-era bureaucracy had taken control of many 
local governments even in the context of the early yeltsin reforms, and were 
able to use their incumbency to good use when having to face electoral con-
tests (see slider 2001).

What savirani has called the ‘bureaucrat model’ (savirani 2004: 73) of 
powerful new local politicos is perhaps best represented in the person of 
syaukani h. r., a controversial bupati of Kutai Kertanagera. the area, as 
mentioned previously, is particularly wealthy due to its natural resource en-
dowment. as head of, undoubtedly, the richest local government in Indo-
nesia, syaukani was also chairman of apkasi, the Indonesian district Gov-
ernments’ association. this group has played a leading role in protecting 
the interests of local governments in the face of threats of some degree of 
re-centralisation.

as savarani notes, syaukani started his career as a civil servant in 1973 
and only transformed himself into a major politician at the very end of the 
new order when he headed the local parliament in the former kabupaten of 
Kutai resulting from the 1997 election—the last of those highly orchestrated 
by the new order. not surprisingly, he was backed by powerful Golkar 
political machine. elected as Kutai Kertanegara’s first bupati following the 
division of Kutai into three kabupaten after the fall of soeharto, the ambi-
tious syaukani was re-elected in 2005 (Tempo Interaktif 2 June 2005). armed 
with huge amounts of readily available funds, he has built his popularity on 
a number of local semi-welfarist programmes. he has also displayed a pen-
chant for supporting financially dubious, high prestige ‘white elephant’ proj-
ects (van Klinken 2002). Interestingly, one of syaukani’s actions was to re-
vive the long comatose sultanate of Kutai Kertenagara, no doubt in a bid to 
further bolster his populist credibility and make claims of being a defender 
of the allegedly indigenous cultural heritage. however, this was not enough 
to hinder corruption charges being laid on him for misappropriating pub-
lic funds earmarked for constructing an airfield (Tempo 1–7 January 2007: 
36–37) and a subsequent conviction involving a jail term.
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the general observation made by malley mentioned earlier would appear 
to hold true as well in north sumatra, where a considerable number of local 
heads of governments have been former new order-era bureaucrats; sixteen 
of the twenty-two elected since the fall of soeharto till 2002 were such indi-
viduals (hadiz 2003). thus, representatives of savirani’s ‘bureaucrat model’ 
are easily found here. the rise of bureaucrats with growing political ambi-
tions arguably offers strong evidence of continuities with the new order at 
the level of dominant interests in spite of the incredible changes that have 
occurred at the level of institutional frameworks of governance since 1998. 
still, it is important to point out that longstanding entrenchment as a bu-
reaucrat will not always ensure victory in the electoral arena. 

for example, in the medan mayoral election of June 2005, former deputy 
mayor and long-time local career bureaucrat maulana pohan was defeated by 
his erstwhile boss, the incumbent abdillah, a businessman in the contracting 
industry with huge political and economic resources who had the support of 
both Golkar and the pdI-p. In contrast, although a Golkar functionary dur-
ing new order times, pohan was in fact nominated by an Islamic party, the 
pKs.29 Ironically, the pKs had achieved notable success in the 2004 national 
legislative elections by exploiting its image as a party of outsiders, untainted 
by corruption. this was not the first time the businessman abdillah had de-
feated a noted bureaucrat in a mayoral election. In 2000, abdillah was also 
able to muster the resources necessary to defeat another longstanding local 
career bureaucrat, ridwan Batubara. this was achieved in a controversial 
process that, as we shall see later, involved blatant displays of both political 
intimidation and money politics. 

not surprisingly, the ‘bureaucrat model’ of rising local politico is to be 
readily found elsewhere in Indonesia. In east Java, one finds individuals like 
Wien hendrarso, the bupati of sidoardjo, who as ‘regional secretary’ (Sekre-
taris Daerah, or sekda) was previously the locality’s senior career bureaucrat. 
hailing from a line of local officials stretching back to colonial times,30 he 
was first elected in 2000 before being overwhelmingly re-elected in 2005. In-
structively, as another new order-era career bureaucrat, he was a long-time 
Golkar stalwart and functionary, but his re-election was secured through the 
support of a coalition of political parties that consisted of the pKB, the pKs  
and pan. one of the defeated rival candidates on this occasion was supported 
by a notionally powerful coalition consisting of Golkar and the pdI-p (Re-
publika online 12 september 2005)—two entities that formed the major rival 



105A Political Sociology of Local Elites

blocs in the national parliament in Jakarta; although in the specific east Java 
context, pKB has been traditionally regarded as the strongest party.

such outwardly ‘strange’ political party alignments in medan and sidoarjo 
are particularly instructive, even as they are replicated ad infinitum elsewhere 
in Indonesian local politics. they provide just two of numerous examples of 
the fluidity and temporality of party affiliations, which increasingly has little 
to do with official ideologies or programmes. they provide examples also of 
how old new order elites—in these instances based in the bureaucracy—
have repositioned themselves in Indonesia’s competitive democratic system, 
and attempted to transform their long hold on the bureaucracy into a direct 
grasp of local political power. a key aspect of such a transformation involves 
latching on to political party vehicles, which increasingly function as key in-
struments through which the modes of distribution and allocation of political 
and economic largesse are being defined through intricate behind-the-scenes 
wheeling and dealing, characteristically involving monetary transactions.

a noticeable related development is that, in spite of their origins in and long 
association with Golkar, bureaucrats will not necessarily turn to it as their 
chosen electoral vehicle when contesting public office. though this may be 
attributable to the availability of other options in a democratised environment, 
it is also because local branches of Golkar have in specific instances champi-
oned other kinds of key local elites, especially from within business circles, 
over those bureaucrats who used to provide its major pillar of support during 
the new order. Given such competition for the endorsement of Golkar—still 
well-endowed and comparatively impressive as a political machine many years 
after the demise of the new order—formerly obedient and rigid local bureau-
crats who harbour rising political ambitions have had to be extremely agile and 
creative in their attempts to thrive in the newer democratic political arena. 
Given that bureaucrats’ loyalties to Golkar were once cast in stone, they have 
been remarkably successful in finding new, accommodating vehicles through 
which they can forge new alliances and strategies of survival and advancement. 
thus, it is common to find former new order bureaucrats strewn across all 
kinds of post-soeharto political parties, all over the vast Indonesian archipel-
ago, regardless of their professed political platforms and philosophies.

e n t r e p r e n e u r s  a n d  p o l i t i c s

Businesspeople entering the arena of local politics directly have frequently 
emerged as the main rivals of former new order bureaucrats in the battle 
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for political ascendance, and they deserve some extra attention. In north 
sumatra, an obvious example of the businessman-politician is offered in the 
person of rudolf pardede, the scion of a family business empire based on 
hotels, property, textiles and other industries. as the pdI-p boss in north 
sumatra he was elected deputy governor in 2003 in a pairing with then in-
cumbent governor teuku rizal nurdin, a new order-era appointee and 
retired general who managed to retain his position after the old regime’s 
demise. pardede, whose father was one of the most well-known figures of the 
non-ethnic Chinese north sumatran business community that goes back 
to the 1950s and 1960s, notably ascended to the post of governor follow-
ing teuku rizal nurdin’s death in a plane crash in september 2005, in spite 
of some strenuous opposition from the provincial parliament. subsequently, 
however, pardede was involved in decidedly ugly wrangling with the central 
leadership of his own party in Jakarta. In spite of the stature that he attained 
in the north sumatra party branch since Indonesian democratisation, the 
pdI-p in Jakarta refused to endorse him for the gubernatorial elections-
proper of 2008—and opted for a new order-era general and party outsider 
instead (detik.com. 25 January 2008). 

Before such developments, the combination of teuku rizal nurdin and 
rudolf pardede had been a particularly striking one for it appeared to per-
fectly synergise local political and business power. the former, as one-time 
chief of the military command in north sumatra and with close family ties 
to the old melayu deli aristocracy based in medan and its environs, had good 
claims to being a true new order-era local notable who had risen to national 
prominence. While pardede is a good representative of the rising ambitions of 
locally-based businesspeople, fuelled by the opportunities presented by politi-
cal and administrative decentralisation, he was in fact no newcomer to politics. 
pardede was no less than a member of the national parliament of Indonesia in 
the 1980s, representing the pdI-p’s direct ancestor—the politically inconse-
quential pdI, the new order-era party of so-called ‘secular-nationalists.’31

although no one as aggressively ambitious is immediately noticeable 
within the east Java business community, we encounter individuals such as 
ridwan hisyam, a real estate developer and former chairman of the east 
Java Branch of hIpmI, an association of ‘young’ Indonesian businessmen. 
also no newcomer to politics, he sat in the majelis permusyawaratan rakyat, 
or people’s Consultative assembly (mpr), from 1997 until 2004 represent-
ing Golkar, thus straddling the very late new order and early post-soeharto 
periods as a national politician. 
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pardede and hisyam are obviously examples of a more established stratum 
of local businessmen who had managed to cross over into national politics 
during the new order, latching on to vehicles like Golkar and the old pdI. 
With political bases beyond the sub-provincial, individuals such as these can 
be expected to be critical of decentralisation’s emphasis on the level of cities 
and kabupaten. as chair of the east Java chapter of Golkar and an unsuccess-
ful contender for deputy governor in 2003, hisyam openly questions the idea 
that local autonomy, in the way that it had been framed by the 1999 legisla-
tion, has actually made business investments more practical or less costly.32

It is notable, however, that before being discarded by his superiors in the 
party hierarchy in Jakarta, pardede had come to be deeply entangled in con-
flicts over the control of sub-provincial political machineries with pdI-p  
local bigwigs in north sumatra. In these conflicts, pardede was usually per-
ceived as representing the interests of the Jakarta leadership of the party 
against those of local political operators (an irony given his subsequent aban-
donment by Jakarta). What is interesting here is that his political ambitions, 
which were once channelled through national-level political institutions, 
have since been diverted to regional and local level political arenas, where 
the potential prizes have been enhanced due to decentralisation. thus the 
trajectory of pardede’s political career from the national to the regional/local 
is indicative of the growing importance of contests over local power in post-
authoritarian Indonesia.

only a notch or two below individuals like pardede in north suma-
tra’s political ladder, we come across individuals such as ali umri, a local  
businessman/contractor and former Golkar parliamentarian. mayor of the 
town of Binjai since 2000, he was re-elected in 2005 with Golkar support, 
after defeating, among others, fellow businessman herman manan, himself 
the son of a police lieutenant colonel who had served as a new order-era 
mayor of the town.33 another defeated contestant on this occasion was pri-
vate businessman Indra Bungsu, who received the backing of the staunchly 
muslim pKs, even though he is not a party cadre and in fact hails from a 
family of local aristocrats and supporters of ‘secular-nationalist’ soekarno-
ism.34 the only non-business candidate in this particular race was abdul 
Gani sitepu, a long-time local career bureaucrat who was able to cobble to-
gether support from a range of diverse parties with very little ostensibly in 
common by way of official platforms or ideological positions.35 subsequently, 
the fast-rising ali umri made an unsuccessful bid for the north sumatran 
gubernatorial election of 2008.
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In nearby serdang Bedagai, we find helifizar ‘david’ purba, a contrac-
tor whose base has actually been in the local branch of the new order-era 
youth/gangster organisation, the pemuda pancasila. a feared and respected 
local notable, he was instrumental in the establishment of serdang Bedagai 
as a new kabupaten, separating from the economically strategic deli serdang, 
which envelopes the north sumatran capital city of medan. It is arguable 
that, spending more than billions of rupiah of his own money by his own 
estimate to lobby for the establishment of the new kabupaten,36 purba had al-
ways cast his eye on the post of bupati. In fact, he was even the contractor for 
the erection of the new, quite impressive bupati office building in the main 
town of tebing tinggi. 

In this connection, it should be reasserted that many local business fig-
ures who engage in politics have emerged from the contracting/construction 
industry, from which illicit profit could be readily made given the opportu-
nities for skimming and marking-up the value of public projects. as pointed 
out earlier, arghiros notes the same phenomenon occurring in thailand 
(2001:24). this is likely to be more than mere coincidence; it strongly sug-
gests that decentralised politics in the southeast asian post-authoritarian 
context is particularly appealing to those businesspeople who are at least 
partly dependent on access to public projects and funds. Kasian tejapira, 
too, characterises businessmen-cum-local criminal bosses in thailand who 
flourished initially in businesses where access to government was crucial to 
their success, and an environment in which non-transparency and even il-
legal activity were distinctive features (2006: 13–14).

significantly, serdang Bedagai is merely one of many new kabupaten that 
has been established in Indonesia since the fall of the new order, creating 
ever newer arenas of contestation over local power and resources. By the end 
of 2003, there were 32 provinces as well as 416 kabupaten and municipalities 
in Indonesia, with the latter increasing in number at an annual rate of 10 per 
cent (Brodjonegoro 2003) before the scheduled legislative elections of april 
2004 brought this development to a halt by virtue of administrative neces-
sity. today, new provinces like that of Banten, Bangka Belitung, Gorontalo, 
riau archipelago and north maluku can be found on a map of Indonesia. 

typically, local notables like purba in serdang Bedagai would have been 
instrumental in the establishment of such new administrative entities as 
they seek to carve out a more independent niche for themselves in the new 
struggles between competing with typically predatory local coalitions of 
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power. yusril Ihza mahendra, leader of the Islamic-oriented Crescent and 
star party, as well as a former soeharto speech-writer and member of sev-
eral reformasi-era cabinets, is known to have been a major supporter of the 
establishment of Bangka Belitung as a separate province from south suma-
tra. erwiza erman (2007) notes how in these tin-rich islands, local business 
interests, colluding with local officials and gangsters, have sought to wrest 
control of the tin industry from the state-owned tin company, and have prof-
ited from illicit trade. Likewise, Banten was established as a province sepa-
rate from West Java with the support of a Banten native who served in the 
national parliament for Golkar. according to syarif hidayat (2007), ‘proj-
ect racketeering’, especially in the area of construction, involving one of the 
area’s leading entrepreneurs, as well as local thugs traditionally called jawara, 
has since become more pervasive.37

Instructively, in the case of Gorontalo, on the island of sulawesi, the new 
governorship was to be filled by the Jakarta-based, soeharto and habibie-
linked businessman fadel muhammad, who has strong family ties to the re-
gion. the initial victor in north maluku’s first ever gubernatorial election 
in 2001, in a controversial process marred by accusations of money politics, 
was the soeharto-era former minister and parliamentary leader abdul Ga-
fur. the latter’s victory, however, was overturned when the central govern-
ment of then president megawati soekarnoputri intervened on behalf of 
thaib armayn (smith 2006), who had close links to the local military (and 
Golkar). a subsequent and even more hotly contested election pitting the 
same two descended into farce when no victor could be named by the au-
thorities, although at one stage Gafur seemed to have finally attained the 
post he coveted (Antaranews 11 february 2008). yorris raweyai, part papuan 
and long-time number two man in the national pemuda pancasila, also made 
a highly publicised but unsuccessful bid for a newly created governorship 
(with Golkar support)—on this occasion in the controversially created prov-
ince of Irian Jaya Barat, carved out of the resource-rich province of papua.

It is interesting as well that such Jakarta-established political and business 
actors as abdul Gafur, yorris raweyai and fadel muhammad have chosen to 
abandon Jakarta politics and move ‘down’ to a seemingly ‘lower’ arena. this 
shows too that the prize offered in lower arenas of politics may in some cases 
be more tantalising than those at the national level. In thailand, nelson 
notes as well that ‘the decentralisation process has increased the prize of lo-
cal executive positions to such a degree that some current and former mps 
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[members of parliament] have their intention’ of running at the level of the 
so-called pao or provincial administrative organisations. nelson suggests 
that success at such a lower level may be better than ‘languishing on the 
opposition benches’ of the national parliament or of being completely sub-
ordinated to the prime minister (nelson 2003: 8). achakorn Wongpreedee 
(2007), studying Buri ram and pathum thani provinces, sees another dy-
namic emerging from decentralization in thailand: already powerful and 
wealthy local politicians are increasingly being provided with patronage and 
resources by the more powerful of national mps who seek to expand their 
local vote base. the process frequently includes the securing of projects for 
local-level politicians who are often also contractors. 

In Indonesia, individuals like yorris raweyai, fadel muhammad or abdul 
Gafur (who is married to a well-known new order-era businesswoman) are 
able to simultaneously exploit ‘sons of the region’ (putera daerah) sentiment, 
while harnessing considerable material resources to pursue success in their 
chosen new terrain of political conquest. In terms of the discussion in ear-
lier parts of this book, such individuals are precisely the kind that could be 
best exploit localist populist sentiment at the same time that they selectively 
carve out niches through which local or regional engagement with external 
economic actors could be forged.

It should be pointed out that governorships will probably become in-
creasingly attractive to individuals such as these, given the struggles over 
the institutional arrangements of decentralisation that have now resulted in 
more actual authority being shifted back to the provincial level of govern-
ment, as opposed to the kabupaten and town. nevertheless, there is a wealth 
of anecdotal evidence suggesting that less nationally known putera daerah 
of all sorts—formerly well-ensconced in Jakarta as politician, businessman, 
bureaucrat or political operator—have tested their fortunes as candidates in 
numerous elections for local office, most typically those of bupati or mayor. 
many of these so-called putera daerah would actually have little intimate 
knowledge of local development issues, but a large number of them have 
been enticed by the new personal opportunities arising locally from political 
and administrative decentralisation. In other words, many are effectively Ja-
kartans who would have very little to offer in terms of real claims of affinity 
and closeness to local communities.

returning to the case of david purba, his path to the top in serdang Beda-
gai was to be obstructed. he was to lose the election for bupati in June 2005, 
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despite considerable financial investment, to a formidable opponent, local 
businessman tengku erry nuradi. the latter is no less than the brother of the 
late rizal nurdin. displaying an interesting new pattern of forging alliances, 
the latter candidate was to join forces with sections of the nGo community 
by choosing as his running mate, soekirman, a highly regarded, senior local 
nGo activist. soekirman had failed in an earlier attempt to win a seat in the 
regional representatives’ Council (dpd) representing north sumatra. 

It may be said that while tengku erry nuradi provided the necessary 
political connections and funds for this political pairing, soekirman pro-
vided the populist touch, supplemented by his ability to garner the support 
of grassroots-based organisations. It should be remembered that large sec-
tions of the Indonesia nGo community had gotten onto the decentralisa-
tion and good governance bandwagon because it appealed to their sense of 
local community and social justice (see Introduction and Chapter 1). on the 
other hand, soekirman had also served as an advisor to his running mate’s 
brother, the late provincial governor, so he was well connected to local elites. 
though mindful of the possibility of being politically compromised, and ex-
pressing discomfort with money politics, soekirman, like many of his nGo 
colleagues, expressed the belief that joining tengku erry nuradi would help 
ensure a local administration more responsive to people’s needs, despite the 
latter’s business and aristocratic background and sensibilities.38 the com-
bination of money, access to well-established local networks of power and 
populist credibility turned out to be too much even for the powerful purba, 
who later challenged in vain the electoral results in court. 

In east Java, one also comes across individuals like masfuk, the bupati of 
Lamongan, who owns seven companies engaged in such diverse areas as the 
production of jewellery, and automobile and furniture parts. a leading mem-
ber of the east Java branch of the Indonesian Chamber of Commerce and In-
dustry and of hIppI, masfuk joined pan after the fall of soeharto and was 
elected bupati in 2000 with the support of a coalition of parties that included 
Golkar and the pdI-p (Kompas 15 July 2003). re-elected in 2005 on the ba-
sis of popular vote, masfuk had to repel a formidable challenge from a new 
coalition comprising the pKB and, this time, Golkar—again showing the 
highly fluid nature of political party allegiances. during the campaign, his 
supporters had to dispel claims that he had misappropriated large sums of the 
Lamongan local budget (Indo Pos Online, 18 June 2005), an accusation that 
incumbents routinely faced across Indonesia during their re-election battles. 
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other businessmen-politicians in east Java notably include small- and 
medium-level businessmen like a. Wachid, son of a former soldier, small-
scale businessman and nu activist; he describes his business as that of a 
‘supplier’ for the hotel industry. a member of the new order-created Is-
lamic political vehicle, the ppp, since 1974 and also an ansor and nahdlatul 
ulama (nu) activist, he was only to enter the political big time in 1999 
when he was elected to the surabaya parliament. his main concern in relation 
to decentralisation, like that of many of his colleagues, is to ensure that it pro-
vides greater control on the part of local government over money-making 
economic activities and over such enterprises as the harbour at surabaya. 
full of ideas to increase local revenue, he suggests that surabaya ought to be 
able to get a cut of the tax on cigarette sales collected by the national govern-
ment, as there are several cigarette companies headquartered in surabaya.39 
staving off arguments that this would only help fuel local corruption, he 
idiosyncratically insists that there has been no corruption in the local sura-
baya parliament; this is in contradiction to widespread reports in the local 
press in 2002 and 2003 about the misappropriation of billions of rupiahs of 
the surabaya government budget by members of its parliament.40 

again, similar developments are easily recognised elsewhere in Indonesia. 
In Bantul in yogyakarta, for example, we come upon Idham samawi, twice 
elected bupati in the post-soeharto period under two different electoral sys-
tems. this particular local politician hails from a prominent family of news-
paper publishers whose purview includes the daily Kedaulatan Rakyat, which 
is regarded to be Indonesia’s oldest. the media tycoon turned politician is 
also well-connected to the family of the sultan of yogyakarta, whose father 
served as one of soeharto’s vice-presidents in the 1970s (savirani 2004: 44). 
as mentioned earlier, Idham samawi’s tenure has been marred by claims of 
corrupt practices involving business kickbacks, though he is eager to project 
an image of technocratic professionalism underpinned by plans of raising 
local revenue, spearheaded by a number of new as well as reorganised local 
state enterprises.41

In yogyakarta as well, one encounters individuals such as ethnic-Chinese 
businessman Budi setyagraha, who became a member of the provincial par-
liament in 1999 for pan. this was at first glance an odd vehicle for a Chi-
nese businessman: locally in yogyakarta as well as nationally, pan is filled 
with muhammadiyah activists who often quietly express anti-Chinese busi-
ness sentiments. the muhammadiyah is widely regarded as an organisation 
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representing the ‘modernist’ stream of Indonesian Islam, traditionally un-
derpinned by urban-based muslim traders and businessman who, since the 
early twentieth century at least, often found themselves in competition with 
ethnic Chinese rivals. setyagraha, however, was a convert to Islam and is 
in fact a leading figure in a national organisation of muslim Chinese. more 
crucially, he was an activist of ICmI,42 the association of muslim Intellectu-
als once headed by habibie and which functioned in the late soeharto era 
to mobilise support for the new order from the growing Islamic middle 
class and intelligentsia (hefner 1993). Indeed, ICmI became a key conduit 
to power and patronage and a source from which new order operators and 
apparatchik would be recruited in the 1990s. pan was established in 1998 
in the context of the fall of soeharto by amien rais, a scholar-politician 
who was leader of the muhammadiyah, from which ICmI garnered many 
key personnel during its heyday. though he came to be known as a lead-
ing opponent of soeharto in 1997 and 1998, rais was in fact a key ICmI 
leader until he was ousted from the organisation. thus, setyagraha’s ascen-
sion to a position of local political prominence expressed a particular kind 
of dynamic—that of the repositioning of those who had latched on to the 
all-pervasive new order system of patronage, in this case through its ICmI 
element, in new ‘reformist’, post-authoritarian political parties.

It is certain that businesspeople will become increasingly involved in con-
tests over local political office out of sheer necessity; thereby making the 
thai model of businessmen-politicians increasingly relevant to Indonesia in 
many respects.43 for one thing, the process of being elected to local office 
has become increasingly expensive with the institution of direct polls.44 the 
well-known north sumatra-based businessman and politician, yopie Batu-
bara, already estimated in 2001 that it was necessary to have a war chest of 
tens of billions of rupiah to successfully win a local election, referring quite 
specifically to the city of medan where his brother, ridwan Batubara, had 
been a defeated candidate the previous year.45 another defeated candidate for 
electoral office in the immediate post-soeharto years, this time for bupati of 
nearby tapanuli selatan, estimated that a successful bid there would require 
an investment of just rp 2 billion.46 If these figures are to be accepted—given 
before changes to the electoral system were subsequently implemented—
they indicate that the costs of waging a successful election bid will vary con-
siderably even in locations of relatively close geographical proximity, partly 
depending on the economic stakes that are locally involved in relation to 
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possession of political power. similar observations are put forward by local 
political actors in east Java.47

Just as bureaucratic power does not guarantee electoral success, a back-
ground in the business world also does not ensure victory in electoral contests 
even if the proliferation of election-time money politics should be advanta-
geous to businessmen-turned-politicians. In sleman in yogyakarta, hafidh 
asrom, a well-known businessman in the furniture industry who was able 
to garner the support of the local branches of several muslim-oriented par-
ties, lost a bitterly contested race for bupati of sleman in 200048 against the  
pdI-p supported Ibnu subiyanto; this defeat was repeated in 2005. accord-
ing to hafidh asrom, his first loss, which was a particularly controversial af-
fair that involved a bomb scare at the local parliament building, was attribut-
able to intense pressure exerted on members of the nu-based pKB to desert 
him. strangely, this pressure, which he says took the form of kidnappings 
and beatings directed at members of the local parliament, was supposed to 
have been exerted by Banser. this is the militia group also linked to the 
nu,49 thereby providing yet another seemingly inexhaustible illustration of 
the fluidity of party politics and allegiances. this kind of fluidity again raises 
questions about the basic nature, social role and functions of political parties 
in post-authoritarian Indonesia, especially because the same observation, as 
has been mentioned, has been applied to post-authoritarian southeast asian 
societies like thailand (see ockey 2003; shatkin 2003) and the philippines 
(see abinales and amoroso 2005).

p o l i t i c a l  e n f o r c e r s  i n  t h e  n e w  l o c a l  p o l i t i c s

as mentioned, also among the local elites of post-authoritarian Indonesia 
are the former enforcers and henchmen of the new order, who had always 
straddled the criminal underworld and ‘legitimate’ economic, political and 
social activities. according to ryter, members of organisations like the 
pemuda pancasila, which was feared despite the demise of the new order 
that it had served so well, have pursued a twin strategy of survival in post- 
authoritarian Indonesia. the strategy has included involvement in party and 
parliamentary politics as well as efforts to ‘maintain or expand’ control over 
‘sectors of the informal and illegal economy’ (ryter 2002: 195) that provide 
their main sources of income. Clearly, their experiences under the new or-
der would have given them ample experience in pursuing these aims.
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the case of david purba in serdang Bedagai in north sumatra was al-
ready referred to in relation to the rise of political power and ambitions of 
local entrepreneurs; indeed, it is often difficult to extricate the goons and 
thugs of the new order completely from its strata of local businessmen, who 
are often engaged in such activities as construction and contracting for gov-
ernment projects. today, many who were nurtured within the structures of 
the new order’s state-supported youth/gangster organisations remain ac-
tive in organised crime activities. Insofar as many of these were incubated 
within the state authoritarianism of the new order, parallels can be found 
with some of the experiences of post-soviet russia. there, as shelley notes, 
‘the origins of crime lie deep in the soviet period’, and it is the individuals 
who had ‘access to the resource of the russian state’ that make up the most 
significant part of organised crime in russia today (shelley 2001: 249). as in 
post-soeharto Indonesia, many of the most powerful russian criminals get 
themselves elected to political office, including at the local levels of politics 
(shelley 2001: 252), thus acquiring new levels of legitimacy and social status 
that they could not have previously enjoyed.

In north sumatra, organisations of goons and thugs like the IpK and the 
pemuda pancasila have traditionally been dominant players in the underworld 
(ryter 2002) and in the private business of providing ‘security’. however, they 
have been challenged in the post-soeharto era by the emergence of the militia 
arm of the pdI-p, known as the satgas or literally, ‘task force’, which neverthe-
less has been notoriously ridden with internal rivalries and conflicts.50 mem-
bers of the pdI-p satgas, moreover, appear to have been recruited from within 
such organisations as the pemuda pancasila (ryter 2002: 196). perhaps given 
its disparate components, the pdI-p satgas has been particularly conflict-
prone internally; its different branches have been known to fight with one an-
other in support of different political protagonists within the party. this was 
the case, as we shall see, during the period of conflict within the pdI-p over 
the mayoralty of surabaya in 2002. moreover, a number of ‘rival’ militias with 
claimed, if informal, links to the pdI-p have also emerged here and there51 to 
become immersed in intra-party conflicts. the most obvious role of organisa-
tions such as these is to provide muscle power and mass mobilisation services 
when they have been needed in some of the more intense cases of conflict.

In north sumatra as well, syamsul arifin, who is a veteran of a number of 
new order-era youth/gangster organisations, provides one of the better ex-
amples of those who rose from the ranks of regimist enforcers but who now 
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thrive in the post-authoritarian environment; he was successfully elected bu-
pati of Langkat in 1999, re-elected in 2004—and finally won the north su-
matran governorship in 2008. admitting to adolescent dreams of becoming 
a ‘godfather’, he has had a curious personal history in both the pemuda pan-
casila and the forum Komunikasi putera-puteri purnawirawan Indonesia, 
or Communications forum for sons and daughters of Indonesian retired 
servicemen (fKppI), which have traditionally been rivals, and claims to be 
the son of a colonial-era intelligence operative. Indeed he is well connected: 
having risen through the ranks of various state-connected ‘youth’ groupings, 
he was also the head of the north sumatra branch of the Komite nasional 
pemuda Indonesia, or Indonesian youth national Committee (KnpI), the 
new order’s peak youth organisation. not surprisingly, syamsul arifin was 
already a member of the Langkat local parliament during the rule of the new 
order. With a range of business interests to boot, including in the timber in-
dustry, he boasts that eighteen generals attended his first inauguration cere-
mony in 1999.52 Given the history and political background of this particular 
individual, it is not surprising that his tenure has been, albeit not uniquely, 
coloured by allegations of violence and intimidation instigated against politi-
cal opponents, as well as corruption and abuse of power.53 Interestingly, the 
staunchly Islamic pKs, which likes to project an image of political integrity, 
backed syamsul arifin in his eventually successful bid for the governorship 
of north sumatra in 2008 (Republika Online 25 January 2008), after which he 
replaced rudolf pardede.

In east Java, the constellation of organisations of goons and thugs is rather 
different from north sumatra. there, it is the Banser, the long-present and 
feared militia force linked to the nu, which is the dominant provider of ser-
vices related to political muscle power and coercion. the IpK, largely a north 
sumatran phenomenon, does not exist in east Java, though the pemuda pan-
casila and assorted gangs, including that of madurese migrants, make up the 
rest of the constellation of gangland, especially in the bustling port city of 
surabaya. 

Individuals whose social base essentially lies in the array of organisations 
that provide muscle power and ‘security’ have not been so uniformly suc-
cessful in the post-authoritarian context. In east Java, for example, the new 
order’s former enforcers have notably thrived less in their forays into local 
politics than their counterparts in north sumatra. In fact, it is difficult to 
find an individual approximating the power and stature of syamsul arifin or 
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david purba in the east Java context, though one does encounter people like 
Lutfilah masduki, a provincial parliamentarian and, simultaneously, head of 
the pKB satgas.54 one pemuda pancasila leader and contractor in surabaya 
calculates, for example, that its cadres control less seats in local legislative 
bodies in east Java than they did under soeharto, attributing this to a lack of 
swiftness on the part of local members in abandoning Golkar for other par-
ties in the 1999 elections, in which the former new order state party came 
second to the pdI-p. he claims this was different to the situation in north 
sumatra, where pemuda pancasila members were more politically adroit 
and quickly latched on to new alliances. nevertheless, he suggested in 2003 
that the pemuda pancasila had a still considerable 10 to 15 members in sub- 
provincial legislative bodies in east Java but none in the provincial parlia-
ment, and around 400 across parliaments all over Indonesia. he also admits 
that no pemuda pancasila cadre had been able to make it to the level of bupati 
or mayor anywhere in east Java up to then.55

It is clear therefore that political gangsters and the like have only really 
encountered a mixed level of success in their efforts to reposition within 
Indonesia’s democracy and local politics. this is in spite of the previously 
mentioned opportunities that they have been able to exploit as providers of 
muscle power. the challenges they face, and which may place a ceiling on 
how high their fortunes can rise, will be scrutinised further in Chapter 6. 

In the meantime, what the present chapter has done is to identify some of 
the more salient types of elites in post-authoritarian local politics in Indo-
nesia. It has presented some personalities who provide a good gauge of the 
kinds of social backgrounds and interests that are readily associated with such 
elites and the strategies they employ to maintain their political ascendance 
and to secure further advancement. these strategies invariably involve con-
trol of such newly important institutions of local governance as the offices of 
mayors and that of the bupati, as well as local parliamentary bodies. also im-
portant has been access to material resources, and sometimes, instruments 
of coercion and selective mass mobilisations, especially in an increasingly 
rough-and-tumble world of local politics and of electoral contests. 

yet, the road to local power is hardly a smooth one. Contests for con-
trol over local institutions and their resources, over elected positions, party 
branches and militia groups are intense, costly, and more than occasionally 
violent. In itself, this ensures that the types of local elites identified above 
are especially well-placed to contest the arena of post-authoritarian local 
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politics. significantly, as discussed in the next chapter, such contests are also 
becoming increasingly costly, not in the least in straightforward monetary 
terms, thereby providing the impetus for officials and politicos to recoup 
their investment during their terms in office. the logical implication is that 
these contests also invariably pave the way for the further proliferation of 
predatory forms of power at the local level. as social and political ascendance 
are built on the success of shifting alliances and networks, they become con-
tingent as well on the capacity to generate private accumulation on the basis 
of control over public institutions and resources. 

essentially, this has been a major problem for advocates of social change 
through institutional reform and engineering. the reality is that the ‘right’ 
institutions can hardly ever be supplied as a matter of policy choices only, no 
matter how seemingly ‘enlightened’ or well-intentioned. these institutions 
will have to operate within an existing context of social power and interests, 
which may drive them in directions that have little directly to do with the 
original intent. 

 this observation forms an important component of an explanation for 
the puzzle of ‘unintended outcomes’ of institutional reforms. In the gritty 
world of local politics in post-authoritarian societies like Indonesia—and 
quite clearly also in thailand and the philippines—it matters little that the 
originators of reform packages are state officials imbued with technocratic 
rationality or professional consultants and advisers perched in the mighty 
offices of international development organisations. such is the case so long 
as the institutions, reformed or newly created, can be penetrated and appro-
priated by interests pursuing a wholly different kind of logic of power.



this chapter focuses on the processes and mechanisms through which pred-
atory local elites maintain and secure their position in the post-authoritarian 
context. as in the previous chapter, much attention is paid to the conflicts 
that have surfaced within arenas of electoral contests, or as epiphenomena, in 
the form of friction within political parties or between individual actors. But 
what are some of the more deeply-rooted, underlying social bases for such 
friction and conflicts, and how are they ultimately related to contests over 
the localisation of power? In answering this question, the chapter necessarily 
highlights the role of money politics, the selective use of political thuggery, 
and the changing position of an array of often uniformed gangster/youth  
organisations and civilian militia in the mechanics of electoral democracy. 
as in the previous discussion, the empirical material here is mainly taken 
from the contemporary experiences of north sumatra and east Java, espe-
cially their capital cities of, respectively, medan and surabaya.

Local Money Politics 

It has been noted by numerous observers that money politics and violence 
play a big part in local contests over power in the southeast asian societies 
of thailand and the philippines. In thailand, the practice of money politics 
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had already begun in earnest by the 1970s but became increasingly prevalent 
with the parliamentary politics and gradual democratisation of the 1980s. 
demonstrating the appeal of possessing local political power here, the price 
of being elected into local office has been constantly rising for some time. 
arghiros, for example, notes a local thai politician’s estimate that during 
the course of three elections, taking place between 1985 and 1995, his per-
sonal campaign expenses had grown by no less than twenty-five times (2001: 
209). Clearly, such a development has had a distinct impact on the actual 
operations of democracy, nationally as well as at the local level. much of this 
money goes to outright vote-buying; shatkin (2003: 16) cites an estimate by 
one prominent thai nGo that us$4 billion (at the time about 100 billion 
baht) was spent on vote-buying in the 1996 elections, and there is no reason 
to think that the amount has not been continuously rising, even with the re-
cent turmoil in thai democracy. In other words, the elections industry is one 
of considerable size, especially for a country of thailand’s socio-economic 
profile, as it is in the philippines and lately in Indonesia too. In the philip-
pines, the operations of illegal lotteries known as jueteng—which can involve 
astronomical sums under the non-transparent control of politicians—play a 
critical role in funding especially local level contests (philippine Center for 
Investigative Journalism 2001: 86–89; Co et al. 2007: 171). these effectively 
help to finance escalating campaign costs that could involve expenditures 
such as expensive television advertisements in the case of major politicians 
(Co et al. 2007: 157).

In post-authoritarian Indonesia, money politics—taking on a variety of 
forms—has become the main political game in town and village. In an anal-
ysis of legislative elections of april 2004, the daily Media Indonesia reported 
that the pdI-p charged individuals between rp 200 and rp 300 million to 
be included in the official list of candidates for provincial parliamentary seats 
and rp 400 million for national parliamentary seats, as did Golkar (Media 
Indonesia 21 december 2003). one local parliamentarian from medan claims 
that each prospective candidate for the april 2004 legislative elections had 
to personally allocate at least rp 150 million just to ensure formal registra-
tion while describing, with notable exasperation, the growth of a financially-
draining semi-underground elections ‘industry’.1 It has now become ac-
cepted widely that prospective candidates for political office need to make 
hefty payments to party officials at various levels to ensure their presence 
on such lists. It is partly because of these payments that the issue of allowing 
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non-party, independent candidates to contest local elections became a topic 
of public debate.

In fact, the practice of charging candidates for official political party en-
dorsement was to occur with greater impunity in 2005, when the first batch 
of local elections for governors, mayors and bupati by popular vote took place. 
as Choi (2005) observed, the new electoral system, based on Governmental 
regulation no. 6/2005, effectively transferred some of the money politics oc-
curring in the institution of local parliament, formerly vested with the power 
to elect local government heads, to that taking place more patently in rela-
tion to political party branches and their executive bodies. according to the 
2005 regulation, only a party or coalition of parties in control of 15 per cent 
or more of seats in the relevant parliament has the right to nominate can-
didates for governor/bupati/mayor and their deputies, thereby making the 
executive bodies of local political party branches very strategic gatekeepers 
to power. thus, large sums of payment from potential nominees to political 
party branches were typically necessary before any aspiring politico could 
even take to the electoral field in 2005.2 rinakit (2005: 2) estimates that one-
fifth of candidates’ campaign funds go toward paying for their nomination. 
What in fact emerged, therefore, is a veritable auction house-like system 
where the highest bidder would likely win a party nomination—one that is 
obviously bereft of any mechanism of public accountability. 

the revamped electoral system, moreover, helped to induce the monetary 
price of winning local office to spiral almost out of control, as the kind of 
mass vote-buying typically associated in southeast asia with elections in 
places like rural thailand has become a more pervasive feature of local elec-
tion contests. how much so is difficult to estimate with precision for obvi-
ous reasons, though rinakit (2005: 2) suggests—on the basis of observations 
on ninety elections—that successful gubernatorial candidates would have to 
spend, on average, us$10 million dollars, and those for bupati and mayor, up 
to us$1.6 million. again, such generalised figures must be approached with 
caution—in major cities like surabaya or medan, winning the mayoral posi-
tion will likely cost much more than that, as discussed below.

nevertheless, there were clearly good reasons—from a strictly technical, 
institutional reform point of view—for shifting to a system of popularly-
elected heads of local government. In theory, the new electoral system would 
more likely result in local governments that are closer and more accountable 
to the ordinary people of local communities. furthermore, the reform was 
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also in keeping with the populist aspirations of local nGo activists across 
Indonesia who had been critical of the flaws of Indonesia’s democracy and 
who wanted a system that would provide the conditions for more transparent 
practices of governance. In other words, direct local elections satisfied the 
good governance dispositions of state and international technocrats, while 
simultaneously satisfying the local community empowerment ideals of pop-
ulist nGos. so, what actually has been the problem?

again, it is the broader terrain within which the electoral reform took 
place that needs to be taken into account, which ensured that the objective 
of curbing money politics, or of creating local governments that are more 
accountable and responsive to the needs of local communities, would not be 
achieved by this reform. not only were the changed rules hijacked again by 
still-ascendant local predatory interests, they broadly conformed as well to the 
need of heads of local governments to free themselves from over-dependence 
on local legislative bodies, particularly at the onset of their tenure—and thus 
nGos later pressed for the idea of independent, non-party candidates.3 It is 
well known that relations between mayors or bupati and local legislatures can 
frequently get strained (e.g. Lay 2002). the former typically accuse the lat-
ter of lacking in individuals with the required skills and intellect to monitor 
the workings of local government.4 even this sort of friction has a more tan-
gible, material basis; it is often alleged that heads of local government have 
to provide kickbacks to local legislators to ensure approval for new policies 
as well as acceptance of their all-important annual and end-of-term financial 
reports (see Kurniawan et al. 2003: 23). the system, however, effectively en-
hances the authority of local heads of government vis-à-vis local legislative 
bodies. of potential importance for the longer term is that, freed to some 
extent from their previous over-dependence on parliament, the emergence of 
the kind of local ‘strongman’ or ‘notable’ more closely resembling that which 
sidel (2004) associates with thai or filipino experiences may yet be facili-
tated in Indonesia.

In fact, contests for offices such as bupati and mayor in today’s Indonesia 
have become ever more feverish and costly. this is not surprising as the po-
tential economic gains to be accrued from heading local governments remain 
tantalising, as are the opportunities to build more personalised instruments 
of power and networks of patronage through control of local administra-
tive and political machineries. thus, it may not be necessary for ambitious 
local politicians to aspire to partake in ‘higher’ level politics and political 
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struggles. What is on offer locally can be enticing enough and sufficient to 
form the building blocks for local coalitions of predatory power and to sus-
tain them materially.

not surprisingly, the first truly intense local election in post-soeharto 
Indonesia occurred in north sumatra, which even during the days of the 
rigidly-controlled new order had a reputation for comparatively rough poli-
tics. Indeed, before the new order, north sumatra was a major site from 
which military-sponsored mass and youth organisations would begin to 
enter into open conflict with those affiliated with the Indonesian Commu-
nist party; this foreshadowed the open violence that would take place across 
many parts of the country during the military-led anti-communist pogroms 
of the mid-1960s.5 

the election in question involved the mayoralty of the particularly tough 
north sumatran capital city of medan held in march 2000—the city’s first 
after the fall of soeharto. It was on this occasion that abdillah (see Chapter 
4), a former official of the north sumatra branch of Gapensi, the associa-
tion of Indonesian Construction Businesses, reportedly paid off sixteen par-
liamentarians belonging to the pdI-p—the dominant faction in the medan 
legislature—to ensure success in his first foray into electoral politics. each of 
these parliamentarians, including local pdI-p notable and then head of me-
dan parliament, tom adlin hadjar, was believed to have received a relatively 
meagre rp 25 million for his or her support (Kompas 23 march 2000). this 
caused acute embarrassment for the national party leadership under mega-
wati soekarnoputri, which had supported the aforementioned career bureau-
crat, ridwan Batubara.6 though it is unclear why the choice of Batubara 
was made in Jakarta and whether it involved monetary transactions, what is 
certain is that the megawati leadership’s overlooking of party apparatchik 
and activists at the local level caused a great deal of discontent within the 
pdI-p’s medan branch. 

one may already notice in this case the beginnings of a now growing im-
pulse emanating from local coalitions of power to carve out a niche relatively 
free from the dictates of those based in Jakarta. Local pdI-p politicos went 
on to explain that they had refused to back Batubara as a mark of protest 
against the Jakarta leadership’s perceived intrusion into local power contests, 
which in this case took the form of backing a bureaucrat who had little direct 
ties to local party cadres7—a decision that would conceivably have ramifica-
tions on the way that the spoils of power would be disbursed. Indeed, the 
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scent of money politics in this particular occasion had been so strong that 
prior to voting day the medan media had published admonitions from lo-
cal notables that the election should be postponed, with one stating that the 
process was going to be akin to that of choosing between different ‘mafias’.8

subsequently reprimanded for not sticking to the official party line, the 
medan legislators in question were in fact also the victims of physical intimi-
dation carried out on behalf of abdillah, the nominee of a Golkar-led coali-
tion, by a motley group of supporters. the colourful and brazen martius 
Latuperisa, then a medan parliamentarian with close links to the military as 
well as leader of the local fKppI, confesses to having abducted and threat-
ened the pdI-p legislators into casting their vote for abdillah. By his own 
admission, he made them choose between accepting ‘the money or the gun’.9 
the scandal that ensued caused a delay in the inauguration of abdillah and 
his then-running mate maulana pohan. their official inauguration (by gov-
ernor teuku rizal nurdin) as mayor and deputy mayor, respectively, only 
took place in april under circumstances that have been described as abrupt 
and secretive (Edison 24–31 may 2000).

although well publicised, the events in medan that have been described 
were hardly exceptional. In truth, reports proliferated at roughly the same 
time throughout many parts of Indonesia about the deployment of violence 
during local elections following the fall of the new order, combined with 
monetary incentives, geared to influence the vote of local parliamentarians. 
In north sumatra alone, thirty-seven local parliamentarians from different 
towns and kabupaten were investigated for involvement in scandals of money 
politics in 2000; this really should be viewed as only the tip of the iceberg 
(Media Anak Bangsa 7–8 september 2000). the intimidation and bomb 
threats in sleman were already noted but in the kabupaten of Karo in north 
sumatra, mass mobilisations by competing candidates were compounded by 
the mysterious razing of the local parliament house during the 2000 bupati 
election, in a prolonged conflict that lasted no less than eight months be-
tween the nominees respectively advanced by the pdI-p and Golkar.10 

one particularly spectacular mass mobilisation in the early post-soeharto 
period on behalf of the pdI-p was believed to have been orchestrated by 
rudolf pardede himself (see Chapter 4), in a move to stamp his authority 
over the party in north sumatra soon after having taken over leadership of 
the provincial branch.11 the election of the bupati of sampang in east Java in 
the same year was also a grim affair by any standard (see Tempo Interaktif 14 
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september 2000; Jakarta Post 8 october 2000; Lay 2002; malley 2003: 113) 
and pitted the defeated supporters of then president abdurrachman Wahid’s 
pKB against a candidate backed by the ppp (nurhasim 2005: 27–78). It must 
be remembered that rural east Java is the main stronghold of the pKB, and 
so the defeat was a particularly hard slap on the face. the sampang election 
dispute took a full year to resolve but not before the local parliament house 
was destroyed in a mysterious fire similar to that in Karo. 

one of the consequences of such tactics was that it became difficult for 
central party leaderships in Jakarta to force local politicos to hold to official 
party lines as demarcated from above during periods of crisis. this was evi-
dently a particularly bad problem for the pdI-p, which had grown so rap-
idly within the first few years of soeharto’s fall and was the party ‘in power’ 
nationally during megawati soekarnoputri’s presidency between July 2001 
and october 2004. In July 2003, the party announced that it would replace 
twenty of its local legislators across the country for lack of discipline. Inter-
estingly, the right of central party leaderships to recall ‘rebellious’ legislators 
had been reinstated in 2003 after it had been scrapped in 1999, when it was 
considered an undemocratic mechanism that had been used many times dur-
ing the soeharto-era to curtail parliamentary independence (Jakarta Post 16 
July 2003). the re-instatement of the recall mechanism indicated the high 
level of tension emerging between central party leaderships and local politi-
cos in the context of decentralisation.

moreover, also in July 2003—at a time when many gubernatorial contests 
were being fought—the pdI-p central leadership fired the party chairman 
in the province of Central Java for having dared to announce his inten-
tion to contest the gubernatorial race that year, even though the party had 
formally endorsed someone else. this was merely a repeat of actions taken 
slightly earlier in the context of provincial-level elections occurring in Ja-
karta, Lampung and Bali (Jakarta Post 22 July 2003; Jawa Pos 28 July 2003). 
What this kind of development showed, in fact, was that central leaderships 
of parties—most obviously in the case of the pdI-p—were unable to ‘trust’ 
their local political operatives given the unpredictability of political contests 
where money politics and political thuggery were thrown into the equation. 
at the same time, local politicos who had made their careers and reputations 
by developing strong bases and networks of patronage at either the provin-
cial or sub-provincial levels were getting increasingly aggravated that, again 
especially in the case of the pdI-p, non-party cadres were being promoted 
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because of deals believed to have been made by such individuals with the 
central party leadership. as suggested earlier, such a tendency had poten-
tially severe implications for the way that the spoils of political power were 
to be disbursed at sub-national levels. 

returning to the case of medan, once in office in april 2000, mayor abdil-
lah was to rule quite flamboyantly but adroitly as well. Given his background 
in the construction industry, it was no surprise that abdillah was known to 
favour expensive though popular projects involving new lights to brighten up 
the city, as well as the development of flashy new shopping centres. so suc-
cessful was he in placating potential rivals that for his re-election bid in 2005 
the mayor was able to cobble together an impressive coalition of otherwise 
mutually hostile parties, including Golkar, the pdI-p and the ppp. abdillah’s 
social standing was further lifted when he was granted the traditional malay 
noble title of ‘datuk’ by the local notables of that community (Medan Bis-
nis 17 June 2005). he was only seriously challenged by the muslim-oriented 
pKs, which had been emphasising, nationally and locally (Analisa 17 June 
2005), a platform that placed importance on integrity and incorruptibility, as 
well as its image as rank outsiders in the electoral process. 

abdillah’s re-election campaign in 2005 was said by insiders to involve a 
war chest of approximately 50 billion rupiahs,12 a royal sum that would have 
considerably dwarfed the resources available to career bureaucrat maulana 
pohan, the incumbent’s own former deputy and rival for the top position in 
town.13 pohan’s running mate, sigit pramono asri, a former hmI activist, 
was head of the pKs faction in the medan parliament. from pohan’s point of 
view, the pKs connection and support provided the credentials for integrity 
that was obviously calculated to divert voters’ attention from the fact that he 
was part of the same abdillah administration of 2000–2005 that he was criti-
cising for financial mismanagement. Indeed, the dividing line between the 
allegedly corrupt and the supposedly virtuous was much more blurred than 
would appear at first glance, in this particular case as well as often across In-
donesia. pohan and sigit were in fact joined by low-ranking members of the 
pdI-p (Sumut Pos 15 June 2005), and some of its militia (Medan Bisnis 17 June 
2005) who went against party discipline partly as a result of mobilisation by 
local political figure, marlon purba.14 a former north sumatra provincial 
parliamentarian, he was also once head of the feared north sumatra pdI-p 
satgas before he fell afoul of rudolf pardede. rather less than an icon of in-
corruptibility, marlon purba was in fact a former policeman and convicted 
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murderer, who admitted to having run illegal gambling rackets, and whose 
current businesses included the sale of firearms ‘obtained from the police’.15 

Contests over control of the mayor’s office in the east Java capital of 
surabaya have been only slightly less controversial. In fact, while the elec-
tion of the mayor of medan in 2005 proceeded relatively smoothly in the 
context of the new system of direct elections, in surabaya it descended into 
a particularly bitter wrangle over the validity of results, which favoured the 
incumbent, the pdI-p’s Bambang dwi hartono. perhaps part of the reason 
was that the candidates in medan were so obviously unequally matched; ab-
dillah’s resources, for example, meant that he was able to ‘buy’ the support 
of the local press according to local media watchdogs,16 as well as engage the 
services of the city’s gangs and militia groups to undertake mass mobilisa-
tions of support on his behalf.17 furthermore, during his first term in office, 
abdillah the businessman had stamped his authority over officialdom in me-
dan and procured the support of a disparate range of local politicos, in a way 
that Bambang dwi hartono was never able to do; the latter was to face con-
stant challenges from within his own party relating to intense competition 
for control of the local party machinery. still, abdillah’s freewheeling ways 
would eventually land him in trouble; he was to be the subject of a corrup-
tion investigation by the Indonesian anti-Corruption Commission in early 
2008 for alleged budgetary misappropriations (Waspada 7 January 2008) and 
was subsequently convicted.

significantly, both abdillah and Bambang dwi hartono had been re-
garded as virtual political party outsiders upon their initial ascension to 
power, though the latter was in fact already a junior pro-megawati activist 
in 1995 (nurhasim 2005: 104) and later served as an official in the pdI-p 
surabaya branch. still, Bambang dwi hartono hardly ceased to be seen as 
an imposition from ‘above’ by many local party cadres, especially within his 
own pdI-p. many such cadres had grown ever keener to break free of the 
shackles imposed by the Jakarta leadership to take advantage of the local op-
portunities presented by decentralisation. as a result, the mayor was con-
stantly under siege by the local parliament, in which his own party was the 
dominant force. for, example, Bambang dwi hartono was accused by a par-
liamentary commission of improprieties in the sale of land owned by the city 
to private investors (Surya 27 march 2002). he was also stridently opposed in 
his efforts to replace senior city government officials with new ones (Surya 24 
august 2002).
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though he would not have likely survived for long if many local pdI-p 
politicos did not in fact tow the party line to support him,18 the surabaya 
mayor was regarded for many years by a great number of his colleagues as 
either a relative lightweight or a Johnny-come-lately who did not suffer the 
worst of the repression the party had to withstand during the latter years 
of the soeharto period. they refer therefore to the long bygone days when 
megawati was considered by the new order a dangerous possible rallying 
point for opposition groups due to her soekarno family lineage. Indeed, 
the experience of having ‘defended’ the party against soeharto’s repression 
seemed to have become a ‘badge of honour’ among pdI-p local politicos, 
and not just in east Java or surabaya, especially in view of the number of 
‘migrants’ the party came to accommodate as soon as political circumstances 
had changed with the fall of soeharto. 

Given the internal dissent to his leadership in surabaya, Bambang dwi 
hartono was later to be much assisted by the elevation of a distinctly non-
party cadre as his running mate in 2005, arief affandi, chief editor of the 
flagship daily of the giant media conglomerate based in surabaya, Jawa Pos. 
arief affandi was in a position not only to provide material resources but 
also, given the number of publications controlled by Jawa Pos, to secure a 
valuable instrument of election propaganda in a contest that was undertaken 
on the basis of direct popular elections (Jakarta Post 16 february 2005; Ja-
karta Post 27 June 2005).

In any case, it should be noted that Bambang dwi hartono’s initial as-
cension to power took place under rather bizarre circumstances even in the 
context of the vagaries of Indonesian local political alliances. his immediate 
predecessor sunarto sumoprawirno was initially a new order-era Golkar ap-
pointee (in 1995) better known as Cak narto19 and had gone to australia for 
medical treatment in october 2001. for reasons that remain unclear, he ended 
up being away and neglecting the responsibilities of his office for a prolonged 
time. It is widely believed that the mayor had in fact made a deal with Bam-
bang dwi hartono that he would hand over power to the latter within two 
years as part of an effort to split the pdI-p vote and win re-election in early 
2000 in the new post-soeharto context. the alleged deal had already caused 
much bad blood within the local pdI-p, with rumours of bribes being paid to 
some pdI-p local parliamentarians also being rife (nurhasim 2005: 100–112).

upon Cak narto’s ‘disappearance’, the pdI-p faction in surabaya’s parlia-
ment then led an effort to topple Cak narto, finally succeeding in January 
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2002 when local parliamentarians voted to appoint Bambang dwi hartono, 
then the deputy mayor, as replacement. In a move reflective of the continu-
ing tug-of-war between nationally and sub-nationally based interests, the 
Indonesian minister of home affairs annulled the decision, stating that lo-
cal parliaments could elect executives of local government but could not dis-
miss them, as that power was his. as a means of overcoming the impasse, the 
minister appointed the governor of east Java, retired general and new order 
appointee, Imam oetomo, as acting mayor. In June 2002, the governor ap-
pointed Bambang dwi hartono as the new mayor, a decision that was sup-
ported by the minister of home affairs under the megawati government of 
the day, another new order-era senior general named hari sabarno. 

even though the local parliament’s original decision was in effect now 
upheld, albeit through a rather circuitous route, this was not to be the end 
of the highly unsavoury episode. soon enough, the same parliament that had 
appointed him started new impeachment proceedings against Bambang dwi 
hartono, under the pretext that he was responsible for the unsatisfactory 
status of his predecessor’s financial report to the legislature (Surya 12 July 
2002). What had actually transpired behind the scenes was another major 
split within the surabaya pdI-p. the rival groups were led by armudji, head 
of the pdI-p faction in the surabaya parliament, and mochamad Basuki, 
speaker of the surabaya parliament as well as the pdI-p branch in the city—
backed by parliamentarian Isman, who laid claim to armudji’s post (Surya 23 
march 2002, 2 april 2002). 

Backed by party bigwigs in Jakarta, armudji supported Bambang dwi 
hartono’s appointment, while local party boss mochamad Basuki viewed it 
as a manifestation of Jakarta’s intrusion into the affairs of the local party 
branch.20 In other words, as local party boss, Basuki effectively wanted the 
right to have a major say in who would be mayor. Given the strategic position 
of mayor in such a major city as surabaya in relation to the potential eco-
nomic opportunities presented by decentralisation, this was to be expected. 
Basuki, moreover, laid claim to having been at the forefront of pdI-p efforts 
to defeat Golkar in surabaya in the 1999 elections. exasperated by incessant 
party bickering, however, megawati soekarnoputri put Basuki in his place 
and ordered the dismissal of the whole board of the surabaya branch of the 
pdI-p. she also threatened local legislators that they would be written off 
the party list for the next elections if they did not behave (for details of the 
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entire affair, see sCtV at www.liputan6.com 16 January 2002, 15 July 2002, 
10 october 2002, as well as Gatra 18 July 2002). 

this particularly extraordinary episode in surabaya local politics would 
continue to have repercussions on patterns of conflict between local and cen-
tral pdI-p officials over the control of local institutions and resources. In-
directly at stake were the real and material, rather than merely legal-formal, 
parameters of decentralisation and local autonomy. the outcome of the con-
flict would entail the political downfall of Basuki and his imprisonment for 
corruption as well as charges of corruption laid against a number of his par-
liamentary allies (Jawa Pos 17 July 2003: 25; Kompas 22 april 2003). the pro-
cess also involved violent clashes between rival units of pdI-p militia forces21 
for and against mayor Bambang dwi hartono, thereby vividly illustrating 
the volatility of a system of power run by money politics and, when necessary, 
political thuggery.22 In the end, however, it was plain that the local politicos 
had in fact lost with the fall of Basuki and his allies. the centre had therefore 
asserted its authority over the local.

notwithstanding the physical clashes involved in the case above, money 
politics rather than overt political thuggery has tended to be a more overt 
part of the political game as far as east Java is concerned, at least until the ad-
vent of local direct elections in 2005. It must have helped that the local busi-
ness community, certainly in surabaya, had been able to utilise money to buy 
security in exceptionally effective ways in the past. In may 1998, when many 
major cities in Java were rocked by racial riots while security forces mysteri-
ously disappeared, the predominantly ethnic Chinese business community 
was reportedly able to guarantee relative peace in surabaya by paying gener-
ous sums of money for the services of the local military (dick 2002: 475). 

the case of the gubernatorial election in east Java in July 2003 offers a 
good window into the workings of money politics and electoral contests in 
post-authoritarian Indonesia, particularly prior to the institution of direct 
popular elections in 2005.23 the run-up to this election—confined to voting 
within the chambers of the provincial parliament as under the old system—
was not marred by any real outbreak of violence or demonstration of prowess 
through mass mobilisations, which had often accompanied the most contro-
versial of recent local and regional elections by that time. Indeed, the entire 
process seemed almost anachronistically peaceful and orderly, though fraught 
with the kind of tension that suggested that the environment could have pre-
cipitously changed. the activists of youth/gangster organisations and civilian 
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militia were actually largely conspicuous due to their absence; indeed, one 
suggested that they were paid not to create trouble on this occasion and told 
to remain as inconspicuous as possible.24 the underlying tense political at-
mosphere was revealed, however, as the ‘safety’ of the 100-member legisla-
ture was clearly in some doubt until the last minute. most were holed up in 
hotel rooms and kept incommunicado for several nights before election day, 
protected by an assortment of goons and thugs employed to roam the hotel 
lobbies and surrounding areas. the fear was evidently that parliamentarians 
aligned to one candidate would be abducted by the toughs of another and 
then intimidated or bribed into changing their allegiance; this was the case, 
for example, in the race for the mayor’s office in medan in 2000.25 

If more overt political violence was somehow avoided in this particular 
case, it is widely believed that money politics was instead especially rife and 
blatant. subsequent to the election, some local political actors suggested that 
provincial legislators tasked with electing a governor were accepting finan-
cial bribes offered by both candidates.26 In fact, rumours had proliferated 
wildly in surabaya just prior to election day that one legislator’s vote was 
valued at between one to three billion rupiahs by each of the two rival can-
didate’s camps.27 months before the elections, a top nu executive in east 
Java explicitly stated that money would speak loudest in the election and that 
the winner would be the candidate with the most money (Kompas 7 march 
2003). moreover, the gossip mills were kept busy by additional rumours that 
the candidates’ respective war chests were filled by, among others, two infa-
mous ethnic Chinese gambling czars. one was allegedly a local businessman 
known locally as Wei fan, while the other was reputedly none other than 
tomy Winata, a notorious Jakarta tycoon with close links to major new or-
der elites; he was also allegedly by then the capital city’s dominant force in 
the underworld.28 some sceptical locals even went so far as to view the gov-
ernorship contest as partly a proxy battle between racketeers for control of 
the lucrative illegal gambling industry in and around surabaya.29

It should be noted that the eventual winner, retired general and incum-
bent Imam oetomo, was backed by the pdI-p at the insistence of the Jakarta 
party leadership, in spite of vocal protests from east Java cadres who instead 
supported one of the local party bosses (Tempo Interaktif 7 may 2003). sig-
nificantly, General oetomo had been commander of the Brawijaya division 
based in east Java (Kompas 13 January 2003) during the new order. his 
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running mate notably was the top provincial bureaucrat, soenarjo (Surya 27 
march 2003), regarded as a long-time Golkar rather than pdI-p cadre.

the losing candidate was no representative of any reformist impulse in 
Indonesian society either; tellingly, neither was he well-rooted in local party 
machineries. he was ahmad Kahfi, yet another retired general whose run-
ning mate was still another Golkar functionary, the real estate developer rid-
wan hisyam, who had earlier harboured ambitions of running for governor 
(Kompas 6 march 2003). this pairing was strenuously supported by the cen-
tral leadership of the pKB in Jakarta loyal to abdurrahman Wahid, at the ex-
pense of local cadres who regarded Kahfi, a former deputy governor of Jakarta 
(Kompas10 march 2003; Surya 11 march 2003) as an intruder.30 he was also 
viewed as one without an obvious background either in the nu, the east Java-
based muslim organisation that gave birth to the pKB, or the party itself. 

Interestingly, Imam oetomo earlier had failed to secure the support of 
abdurrahman Wahid, the chief patron of the pKB, partly because the lat-
ter was reportedly displeased with the incumbent governor’s interventions 
in a prior election for the bupati-ship of probolinggo, which a rebel pKB 
candidate—hasan aminuddin—eventually won in what was supposed to 
be an area in which Gus dur commanded loyalty (Kompas 19 march 2003; 
Surabaya Pos 19 august 2005). hasan aminuddin was a pKB functionary and 
local parliamentary figure whom Gus dur had dismissed from the party, but 
who was still able to cobble together local support from party activists to win 
the election.

the overall composition of candidates in the case of the east Java guber-
natorial contest—generals, top bureaucrats and Golkar functionaries, and 
the parties they had latched onto—is just one reminder of how difficult it 
is to draw the line between simple ‘status quo’ and ‘reformist’ interests in 
Indonesia today, and of the vagaries of local political alliances and coalitions. 
as pointed out in Chapter 4, all the major political parties in Indonesia today 
are inhabited to a significant extent by variations of old new order elites 
who have now claimed reformist credentials (robison and hadiz 2004). 
they constitute fragile and tentative alliances that, in a sociological sense, 
draw on the same pool of predatory interests that had survived the demise of 
the new order. this is the case nationally as well as locally, and it explains 
why two self-proclaimed ‘reformist’ post-new order parties, the pKB and 
the pdI-p, are comfortable in backing old Generals and bureaucrats in ma-
jor political contests.31 
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there is an underlying dynamic at work as well, which comes replete with 
new tensions and contradictions. one of the opportunities that came up in 
the current context is for deals to be made by particular powerful individu-
als with Jakarta-based coalitions of interests as represented in central party 
leaderships. a distinctive outcome has been the emergence of tensions within 
the often tenuous alliances that make up formal political party vehicles, as 
local cadres come to perceive that their entry into the gates of power in the 
towns and kabupaten, or even provincial government, is being blocked from 
above despite the supposedly rewarding opportunities offered by decentrali-
sation. this was seen in medan in 2000, surabaya in 2002, the province of 
east Java in 2003, and replicated in numerous other cases. 

Instruments of Coercion: Gangsters and Militia

If money politics is the cement that holds together political activity in post-
authoritarian Indonesia, the use of political violence also became a notable 
part of the workings of Indonesian democracy, though so far not at levels 
often associated with thailand or the philippines—where political conflicts 
and electoral rivalries have cost the lives of democracy activists and local 
politicos alike. Goons and thugs associated with youth/gangster organisa-
tions or an array of civilian militia groups have played the role of providing 
muscle power and security-related services for contending elites. they have 
also been utilised in organising selective mass mobilisations when required 
by the exigencies of local contests over power.32 still, as shown in Chapter 
6, limits seem to be appearing in relation to the usefulness of muscle power, 
especially during election time, and therefore on the political opportunities 
open to goons and thugs. 

In any case, political violence is far from new in Indonesia; indeed, its se-
lective deployment was part of the way that the new order maintained po-
litical stability for decades—through intimidation and the inculcation of fear. 
as is well known, from the promulgation of martial law in the late 1950s in 
the face of separatist rebellions in parts of Indonesia until the demise of the 
new order in the late 1990s, the military played a formal, entrenched part 
in the social, economic and political affairs of local communities in the name 
of the so-called military dual-function doctrine. as ryter (2000, 2002) has 
noted, the maintenance of political order and stability was not undertaken 
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solely by the military/state security apparatus proper, but more typically in-
volved the mobilisation of ‘youth’ gangs whose activities often blurred the 
difference between legal and criminal activity. In turn, as many have pointed 
out (see Lindsey 2001; ryter 2002), the operations of these gangs could not 
be separated from the interests of the Indonesian military itself, whose local 
commanders provided the patronage, sponsorship and protection required 
by members of crime organisations to thrive in a rigidly controlled authori-
tarian environment. 

the most important of new order-nurtured youth-gangster organisa-
tion has always been the nationally-organised pemuda pancasila (pp) with 
its origins in north sumatra in the 1950s. It was here that the military first 
decided to mobilise youths and local toughs to confront pro-communist 
party youth organisations in the context of escalating rivalry with the pKI.33 
the pp was even instrumental in the election of a military-backed mayor of 
medan in 1966 soon after the anti-communist pogroms that followed events 
in Jakarta the previous year and which accompanied the obliteration of the 
pKI (ryter 2000). In Jakarta, the national pp is led by long-time chief yapto 
suryosumarno: a lawyer by profession, he is the son of a general and a close 
associate of the soeharto family, and was a distant cousin of soeharto’s wife 
(ryter 2002: 157). his own ascension to power within the organisation in the 
1980s in many ways represented a process of more closely integrating the op-
erations of the organisation with the political and business requirements of 
the soehartos and other elite families of the new order. significantly, these 
families were then already beginning to actively colonise and appropriate the 
instruments of state power to further their own interests, which included the 
building of huge private business empires (robison and hadiz 2004). In this 
context, pp members under yapto were effectively the personal henchmen 
and bodyguards of the elite families of the new order.

other important new order-era ‘youth’ organisations include the fKppI,  
the ‘communications forum’ of the children of retired military officers. It 
has since splintered badly between those with family ties to the military and 
those with ties to the police force. once linked closely to the soeharto fam-
ily as well, this organisation still has a considerable presence throughout the 
country, including in north sumatra and east Java. Its long-time leading 
figure in medan in north sumatra was martius Latuperisa, who was once a 
Golkar operator and medan parliamentarian for that party. he later joined 
the military-sponsored pKp (unity and Justice party) following the demise 
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of the new order and again managed to claim a seat in the local legislature.34 
Circumstances, however, forced Latuperisa to attempt another transforma-
tion; in 2003 he joined the medan branch of the pKB but failed to wrest con-
trol of it.35 as has been mentioned, he had played an important if controver-
sial role in the initial rise to power of medan’s powerful mayor, abdillah, in 
2000.

notwithstanding the status of the pemuda pancasila in Indonesia, the 
most important youth/gangster organisation in north sumatra remains the 
IpK, the association of functional Group youths (Ikatan pemuda Karya). It 
is widely believed to dominate the lucrative illegal gambling industry in the 
city of medan. the origins of the IpK lie in a split within the pp in the early 
1980s, in which the soon to be dominant splinter group was supported by lo-
cal Chinese businesspeople (Tempo Interaktif 14 october 2002) and sections 
of the local military command, which had developed an interest in organised 
crime activities and grown wary of the pp’s then untrammelled dominance 
over the underworld.36 Interestingly, the supreme leader of the IpK, olo 
panggabean, simply known all around medan and north sumatra as ‘Bang 
olo’,37 is often cited by residents as the city’s ‘night-time’ or ‘real’ mayor—a 
testimony to his social and political stature in Indonesia’s fourth largest city.

It should be noted that local security forces currently still have a strong 
presence in organised crime activity, as evidenced in a highly publicised 
gunfight between military and police units in Binjai, north sumatra, in oc-
tober 2002 that resulted in at least eight fatalities. the cause was allegedly 
competition between these forces over illegal drug trafficking in the area 
(Jakarta Post 2 october 2002). It would not be surprising, therefore, to find 
continuing links between the activities of local military or police commands 
and existing youth/gangster organisations. 

political gangsters, known by Indonesians as preman, arguably can no lon-
ger rely completely on military and police patrons of the past in the context 
of the changes that have occurred in the country since 1998. they have thus 
been forced to seek new strategies of survival, including providing politi-
cal parties with a well-oiled apparatus of violence especially when necessary 
during election periods. many have observed that the ranks of the pdI-p sat-
gas had swelled, particularly during megawati’s tenure as president, from an 
influx of ‘migrants’ from organisations such as the pp (ryter 2005: 22–23). 
these new members were looking for new patrons within the dominant po-
litical power at the time.38 By now, many leaders of such organisations have 
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come to run local branches of political parties and/or hold important local 
and even national offices (see ryter 2002: 195–196). pdI-p officials even ad-
mit that all kinds of unsavoury elements were admitted into the party be-
cause of the perception that it required muscle power to compete success-
fully in the new democratic politics of Indonesia. Indeed, one pdI-p national 
leader admitted that many have now taken up politically important positions 
within the party (Tempo Interaktif 5 april 2003). so bad was the reputation of 
the pdI-p members of the surabaya parliament, for example, that they were 
ordered by their faction leader to undergo urine tests to prove that they did 
not consume illicit drugs (Surya 31 may 2002).

as a consequence, goons and thugs can play a substantial role in the process 
of settling political disputes and turf wars, including within political party 
machineries. In medan, they played a major part in a protracted struggle over 
control of the local pdI-p branch, which pitted rudolf pardede—who had the 
support of the central party leadership—against an alliance put together by 
rebellious local politicos. this provided yet another example of local-central 
conflicts of the kind witnessed over the mayoralties of surabaya and medan. 
In this case, a local figure named usaha Ginting, who was actually a former 
minor Golkar functionary and bureaucrat who had migrated to the party39—
was forced to defend his leadership of the pdI-p branch in medan against his 
rival, long-time party activist and operator, doni arsal Gultom. Interestingly, 
pardede favoured the ailing Ginting over Gultom, whose own controversial 
election to the disputed post in 2000, involving the mobilisation of goons and 
thugs, was annulled by the party central leadership in 2003. this prompted a 
response in the form of a concerted campaign to oust Ginting, which included 
legal proceedings that were highly publicised in the medan press. 

more dramatically, Gultom’s supporters failed to wrest control of the 
party’s provincial branch office in an open show of defiance against both 
pardede and the Jakarta central leadership when their ‘invasion’ was repelled 
in a bloody confrontation that left two people dead (Jakarta Post 27 septem-
ber 2003). significantly, given the previous discussion on local strongmen in 
southeast asia (see Chapter 2), Gultom claims that pardede had him ousted 
because of his opposition to the businessman’s attempt to build a political dy-
nasty by promoting close friends and relatives in the party ranks and as legis-
lative candidates.40 the failed attack itself was commonly understood to be at 
least partly the work of then provincial parliamentarian marlon purba, who 
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had earlier been pushed out by pardede as well as the head of the pdI-p’s 
feared north sumatran satgas in favour of a former pemuda pancasila thug.41 
thus, pardede’s retaliations were to be directed not just at Gultom but at 
marlon purba as well, through orchestrated mass mobilisations against him 
in the provincial parliament house.42 

essentially, however, while previously dependent on Golkar and the se-
curity forces for their social position, the preman have had to be flexible 
and agile in the current post-authoritarian environment. In this, the politi-
cal gangster has been no different from the bureaucrat or the businessman. 
While providing their services, preman have simultaneously repositioned 
themselves and crossed over to various political parties according to local 
exigencies while abandoning past exclusive political loyalties. according to 
ryter, the pp Congress of april 1999 decided that members would be free to 
join any political party vehicle they liked (ryter 2002: 196). thus, gangsters 
were instrumental in organising rallies for a variety of political parties they 
joined in the 1999 and 2004 elections (ryter 2005: 22–23). It is for this rea-
son that such individuals as long-time pemuda pancasila and Golkar notable 
in Labuhan Batu in north sumatra, haji enteng, contested the bupati-ship 
there in 2005 as a nominee of its new order-era competitor, the partai per-
satuan pembangunan, or united development party (ppp).43 

more recently, the pemuda pancasila has even set up its own pancasila pa-
triot party to contest elections on its behalf, making use of its well-established 
national organisation and networks.44 according to Wilson, the cause was  
a sense of disenchantment with a lack of reward for loyalty to Golkar; he 
quotes yapto suryosumarno proclaiming the better choice of forming a new 
party compared to the option of sticking to a party that ‘doesn’t care’ (Wilson 
2006: 290)

proof of the agility of the preman can also be seen in their forays in the 
media. It should be noted that since the fall of soeharto, Indonesia has had 
one of the most liberal press scenes in southeast asia, and the number of 
print publications and electronic media has grown impressively in just a few 
years (see sen and hill 2000; heryanto and hadiz 2005). moreover, the im-
portance of the media is enhanced in the context of a changed political envi-
ronment that emphasizes elections and political parties, as has been already 
alluded to in the above discussions on recent electoral contests in the cities of 
medan and surabaya. 
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In this connection, it is relevant that gangsters have developed an interest 
in wielding control over press publications, as well as associations of journal-
ists. In both north sumatra and east Java, for example, preman, who go back 
and forth between formal business and political spheres, and the shadowy un-
derworld of organised crime, produce tabloids that appear only irregularly for 
extortion purposes and in connection with competition over contracts or local 
office.45 on the other hand, intimidation of the media by politically-connected 
goons has also become commonplace, replacing the new order-era practice 
of muzzling the press through censorship, closures and rigid laws.

In all of Indonesia, it is undoubtedly north sumatra and particularly me-
dan and its environs that display most clearly the presence of political gang-
sterism in post-authoritarian Indonesia. With their camouflage uniforms of 
distinct colours and regalia, they represent private armies that can be mo-
bilised on behalf of the rich, the powerful and the ruthless. there is prob-
ably no other Indonesian city in which the signposts of these organisations 
are so prevalent and obviously placed, as if designed to demarcate territorial 
boundaries. nevertheless, even here the situation can get quite unpredict-
able, as some of the organisations seem to lack the kind of discipline that is 
sometimes, though not always correctly, associated with the nazi and fascist 
goons of europe from an earlier time, which they might be compared to in 
some respects. We see this, for example, in the conflicts pitting members of 
the same civilian militia against one another. some observers of gang activity 
in north sumatra claim that members seem to literally change uniforms at 
will, and in spite of the efforts of local leaders, don the colours of whichever 
organisation is willing to mobilise them at any given time. this has given 
rise in everyday conversation to the notion of the ps, or pemuda setempat; es-
sentially, this refers to local thugs available for hire by anybody and who do 
not have a particular sense of allegiance to any single organisation.46 

ostensibly, ‘Islamic’ hooligans have also emerged as organised under the 
banner of the Islamic defenders front (fpI) into which, according to ryter, 
new order-era members of youth/gangster organisations were recruited. 
such thugs attack places of entertainment in the name of morality but are 
probably interested as well in turf struggles for the right to collect protection 
money (ryter 2005: 22–23). Interestingly, the fpI has been linked strongly 
in the media with a range of top national political figures, from former Vice-
president habibie to retired General Wiranto to ppp leader hamza haz to 
pan’s amien rais. another ‘Islamic’ group, which makes a special appeal 
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to the ethnic sentiments of the ‘indigenous’ Betawi people of Jakarta, is the 
Betawi Brotherhood forum (fBr).47 engaged in similar activities as the fpI 
and populated by a number of well-known hoods based in the capital city, 
it also has links to new order-era elites (Wilson 2006: 289). Indeed, the 
genesis of both the fpI and the fBr, and their subsequent development, 
appears inseparable from connections with the military and/or the police 
forces (ysIK 2004: 15; Wilson 2006: 285–286)—institutions that have been 
struggling to maintain their political relevance, as well as economic inter-
ests, in the post-soeharto period.

Groups like the fpI, fBr and the individuals who serve as their leaders 
and patrons, have been able to bolster their populist credentials by making 
atavistic and vague references to Islamic morality. In the same vein, regional 
autonomy has been used as an opportunity by politicos in a host of locali-
ties to support bylaws that enforce adherence to a very conservative inter-
pretation of appropriate muslim dress and public behaviour (especially for 
women) (Pelita 26 may 2006). this is the case even though the decentralisa-
tion legislation stipulates that religious affairs continue to be the purview 
of the central government. activists from Indonesian women’s organisa-
tion recognise how the claimed return to local traditions of morality, citing 
culture and religion, can be severely detrimental to the freedom and rights 
enjoyed by women (noerdin et al. 2005: 36-41). the case of such bylaws, 
therefore, provides a good example of how localism can be appropriated to 
further socially reactionary projects and agendas in some instances, as dis-
cussed earlier. Vulnerable to accusations that they regularly exercise power 
‘immorally’, some local politicos have appeared to take the high ground on 
public morality issues, not in the least because it conveniently deflects atten-
tion from ongoing corrupt practices they may be implicated in. It should be 
pointed out that these local politicos are not necessarily members of politi-
cal parties with Islamic or any other religious identity; thus the ‘pragmatic’ 
aspects of the call for stricter public observance of claimed Islamic precepts 
should not be underestimated.

as mentioned, in comparison to north sumatra, groups of organised 
thugs have generally been less of a feature of struggles over local office in 
east Java, though prominent outbreaks of violence were to occur in the latter 
province upon the implementation of the system of direct elections in 2005. 
this is the case even in the harsh urban sprawl that is the provincial capi-
tal city of surabaya, where the political enforcers and henchmen of the old 
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new order were once also cultivated, typically in close association with the 
military. the contrast with medan/north sumatra is partly reflective of the 
inability of organisations like pemuda pancasila to establish clear dominance 
over the underworld even during the new order. In fact, the constellation 
of gangs appears to be somewhat ‘egalitarian’ and dispersed in surabaya, a 
city renowned for the role of its street toughs in Indonesia’s war of Inde-
pendence in 1945–49, and in which small, diffuse criminal outfits are not 
clearly beholden to larger, nationally-established organisations. moreover, it 
appears that the state security apparatus proper in east Java had come to 
develop a somewhat different kind of relationship with the underworld to 
that in north sumatra—the original ‘home’ of the youth/gangster organi-
sations (ryter 2002). Largely bypassing the ‘youth’ organisations here, the 
military is said to have more direct links, for example, with lucrative ethnic-
Chinese-controlled illegal gambling operations, acting as their immediate 
protectors and bodyguards.48 not surprisingly, military and police units in 
the province have also been known to fight over control of criminal activity, 
as they did over the gambling industry in the town of madiun (Gamma 12 
october 2001). moreover, the Indonesian navy and marine forces in the city 
of surabaya are believed to have a direct stake in the city’s illegal prostitu-
tion industry.49 

In a nutshell, compared to the new order era, the constellation of politico-
gangster organisations in Indonesia has now become exceedingly complex; 
each of the major parties is equipped with a paramilitary arm that often in-
terlinks with the criminal underworld. the most prominent of this type na-
tionally is undoubtedly the paramilitary arm or satgas of the pdI-p, though 
smaller parties like pan also come equipped with a small militia. as is well 
known, the pKB relies on Banser forces traditionally linked to the wider nu 
organisation that provides the party with its social base, especially in the rural 
hinterland of east Java. It also comes equipped with an ostensibly separate 
satgas of its own, as well as a special outfit made up of martial arts experts, the 
so-called Pagar Nusa.50 

In his brief but useful analysis of the gangster and militia organisations in 
post-authoritarian Indonesia, particularly the array of satgas linked to politi-
cal parties, King (2003) observes that: ‘essentially, reformasi was a liberali-
sation of both party politics and underworld criminal activities. the satgas 
have been the most astute beneficiaries of both processes’. furthermore, ac-
cording to King, the satgas ‘are little more than private armies’ serving the 
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needs of the political parties and have an internal structure that ‘replicates 
military orders of hierarchy from the regional commander down to the pla-
toon’. many satgas even have ‘logistics and intelligence wings, fatigues and 
jackboots, and training drills’. King then suggests another strong link with 
the military and with the new order: ‘Commanders are often former mili-
tary men or veterans from new order mass organisations’.

even in comparatively calm yogyakarta, where locals are proud of the  
area’s ‘high’ local traditions and culture, goons and thugs grouped under 
such organisations as the ‘Islamic’ Gerakan pemuda Ka’bah operate under 
the co-ordination of elements of the local ppp leadership.51 moreover, what 
appear to be newer gangs have emerged in economically and politically stra-
tegic places like the capital city of Jakarta (Wilson 2006). In spite of the mili-
tary’s general retreat since 1998, most of these will still benefit from close 
association with ‘backers’, especially from within the formal state security 
apparatus, including the police force.

nevertheless, in what could be a sign of things to come, brakes have al-
ready appeared that have at least temporarily stalled the further rise of the 
preman and which may reveal the potential limits of political gangsterism as a 
base of social power in the future. specifically, the self-confidence of activists 
of youth/crime organisations and of civilian militia group members seems to 
have dwindled somewhat as a result of being partly marginalised in the direct 
local electoral contests first held in 2005. By this time, competing political 
figures had developed an apparent interest in curbing instances of violence 
during election time. In 2004, many of their leaders failed to win seats in 
legislative elections, which must have also sapped morale.52 In general, indi-
viduals who are mainly hooligans and thugs appear to have found it difficult 
to find a niche in the context of a new electoral system based on the popular 
vote. no longer carrying out the vital role of coercing and intimidating leg-
islators during elections for local heads of government, they are struggling to 
find new ones to remain relevant in the continuing jostle over power.53 

thus, in spite of the overwhelming authority of a towering figure such 
as olo panggabean, internal schisms have appeared even within the more  
centrally-organised IpK, in which tradition dictates that few subordinates are 
able to make major initiatives without the approval of the supreme patron.54 
rank-and-file IpK operatives now speak of the need for regeneration and 
change within the organisation, comments not directed at the irreproachable 
olo, interestingly, but at the generation that had taken over the day-to-day 
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activities and operations. they point to friction between supporters of a more 
‘professional’ model of organisational activity based on engagement in more 
overtly legitimate business ventures that would provide employment oppor-
tunities to the rank-and-file, rather than one primarily based on the old-style 
model of racketeering and thuggery.55 the IpK also notably encountered prob-
lems in the immediate post-soeharto period when its chief rival in medan/ 
north sumatra, pemuda pancasila, apparently encouraged local police to 
crack down on olo-controlled gambling operations, which are widely be-
lieved to be backed by the local military command. this instigated events in 
december 1999 that involved the shooting up of the IpK headquarters and 
even its supreme patron’s private residence by members of the local elite po-
lice mobile brigade (ryter 2002: 196).

nevertheless, the more general rise of the former new order’s echelon of 
local apparatchik, operators, enforcers and entrepreneurs in post-authoritarian 
Indonesia could not contrast more starkly with the fortunes of those who were 
already politically marginalised during the rule of soeharto. for example, in 
spite of the new freedoms concerning the right to organise, and successful 
demands for wage increases, labour remains largely a poorly organised social 
force. the legacy of systematic disorganisation of mass-based social groups 
and movements, like that of labour, during the new order persists in spite of 
these new freedoms. as has been mentioned, labour activists and organisers 
are often the victims of goons and thugs, linked to youth-gangster organi-
sations or civilian militia, hired to ensure industrial stability by local busi-
nesspeople. With such issues in mind, Chapter 6 will deal more closely with 
processes of political ascendance and marginalisation associated with the lo-
calisation of power in Indonesia.



It has been shown that the localisation of power in Indonesia, as expressed 
institutionally in decentralisation policy, has frequently resulted in outcomes 
unintended in the good governance blueprints drawn up by neo-liberal and 
neo-institutionalist technocrats. It has also proven not to be the bastion fa-
voured by populist nGo activists who tend to seek local sites to produce 
genuine grassroots social organisations that empower local citizenries. In-
deed, local citizenries have only been ambiguously empowered by decentrali-
sation more generally in post-authoritarian southeast asia, whether in terms 
of having a greater presence in and influence over the operations of markets 
or from the vantage point of successful protection of local communities from 
the supposed corrosiveness of globalised markets (see appadurai 2000). 

What is less uncertain from the foregoing is that decentralisation in Indo-
nesia has helped to further entrench the position of predatory local elites. the 
localisation of power has in fact provided a lifeline to a range of new order-
nurtured local elites who were, albeit temporarily, threatened by the unrav-
elling of the centralised authoritarian regime that had fostered them. these 
have been provided with new opportunities to reinvent themselves according 
to the exigencies of change and to survive and thrive yet again. In the process, 
they have selectively latched on to the language and aspects of neo-liberal good 
governance, as well as localist populism, including the latter’s atavistic tenden-
cies when necessary, to carve out a measure of autonomy in relation to Jakarta.

the politics of Inclusion and exclusion

Chapter Six
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the question that is to be examined further now has to do with how social 
forces with little access to power and resources, by contrast, have fared under 
decentralisation and democratisation. even if there are more avenues for po-
litical participation, why are they not consequently better equipped to contest 
power and challenge the dominant social position of predatory local elites? 
the discussion strongly suggests that governance reforms technocratically 
designed to widen the scope of political participation have ironically pro-
vided even newer avenues for local elite interests to insulate themselves from 
challenges from broader civil society. In other words, another quandary has 
emerged in decentralised, democratised Indonesia: greater scope for political 
participation has resulted in little discernible empowerment of people who 
had already been marginalised under centralised authoritarianism.

this is not to say, however, that the unravelling of centralised authoritari-
anism in Indonesia has not benefited lower class-based social movements in 
ways that are otherwise quite tangible. danzer (2006) as well as affif et al. 
(2005) and Jeon (2005) firmly argue that democratisation has had noticeably 
positive effects on the organisational capacities of the peasantry and indus-
trial workers in Indonesia. the main benefit of democratisation for marginal-
ised and formerly politically suppressed social groups is that they can now 
organise more freely and with less fear of direct repression from the state’s 
security apparatus. during the new order, as is well known, attempts at 
independent labour organising or even the slightest hint of labour militancy 
was often met with the full force of the feared security apparatus of the state 
(see hadiz 1997). these sorts of changes should not be taken for granted, 
as most on-the-ground activists who experienced new order repression, no 
matter how disillusioned they may be with the outcomes of reformasi, would 
no doubt concede.

to gauge the situation more closely, along with the attendant tensions 
and contradictions, this chapter assesses the labour movement in Indonesia 
in the period of reformasi—following the end of the systematic suppression 
experienced under the authoritarian new order. the chapter then goes on 
to take a brief look at social movements based on peasant or ‘indigenous’ 
land rights to ascertain whether there have been qualitatively different devel-
opments in areas outside labour organising. 

the analysis in this chapter continues to go beyond the formal and in-
stitutional aspects of power in order to examine the underlying social basis 
for the further entrenchment of elite predatory interests in post-authoritarian 
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Indonesia, on the one hand, and the continuing marginalisation of other so-
cial interests, on the other hand. It does so by further scrutinising the deeper 
significance of the advent of direct local elections in 2005. the latter could be 
held up as a prime example of how reformasi has produced a revamp of the in-
stitutional makeup of local governance in the direction of greater public par-
ticipation, but with socio-political outcomes that are at best ambivalent, and at 
worst, contrary to the expectations of technocrats and localist-populists alike. 
the contrast between the fortunes of predatory elites and of social movements 
representing marginalised social interests within Indonesia’s decentralised de-
mocracy underlines many of the arguments that have been put forward in this 
book thus far. It constitutes no less than a statement about the actual winners 
and losers in contests over power in post-soeharto Indonesia.

Organised Labour and Local Politics

developments in the area of organised labour are instructive in many ways 
of the ironies of Indonesia’s democratised and decentralised politics. even 
after the demise of authoritarianism, labour has been inhibited as an effec-
tive social force by the lingering legacy of repression and rigid controls exer-
cised for over thirty years by the new order, during which labour activism 
and militancy were often unhelpfully equated with communist resurgence. 

It must be recalled that as a consequence, a particular kind of labour ac-
tivism was induced during the new order, even that which was oppositional 
in its stance. as a strategy for coping with authoritarianism, labour was of-
ten only very informally and rather amorphously organised throughout the 
late 1980s and 1990s. When Indonesia’s export-led industrialisation strategy 
on the basis of low-wage exports was proceeding at full speed, many work-
ers who rejected state-sponsored trade unionism were organised through 
an array of disparate nGos (ford 2003) and other labour-based organisa-
tions that did not necessarily take the form of trade unions. In order to over-
come institutional controls over independent organising, many such vehicles 
largely concentrated on organising activities at the community level rather 
than predominantly in the workplace, to steer clear of the state’s repressive 
arm (hadiz 1997: especially chapter 7). It is in this way that the trajectory 
of the labour movement in Indonesia has diverged much from that which is 
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commonly associated with the historical experience of workers in the West 
or some important cases in Latin america.

thus, the late soeharto years saw the proliferation of small, often  
community-based labour-organising vehicles with no formal place in the of-
ficial industrial relations system, and many of which worked in conjunction 
with labour-based nGos (hadiz 1997; Kammen 1997; ford 2003). notably, 
several independent, though technically illegal, unions were also established 
during this period; this represented a daring if largely ineffective challenge to 
the institutional arrangements then in existence that precluded unions apart 
from the state-sanctioned federasi Buruh seluruh Indonesia (all-Indonesia 
Labour federation, fBsI)/serikat pekerja seluruh Indonesia (all-Indonesia 
Workers’ union, spsI)/federasi serikat pekerja seluruh Indonesia (federa-
tion of all-Indonesia Workers’ unions, fspsI). among the most important 
of these were the setiakawan (solidarity) Labour union, the serikat Buruh 
sejahtera Indonesia (Indonesian Labour prosperity union, sBsI), and the 
left-wing front nasional perjuangan Buruh Indonesia (Indonesian national 
front for Labour struggles, fnpBI), which had close links to the radical 
stream of the student movement. all were established in the first half of the 
1990s and were almost immediately greeted with harsh reprisals from the au-
thoritarian state. In spite of their endeavours, rigid controls were continually 
imposed on labour organising, legitimised ideologically in part through the 
past association of labour militancy with the banned Indonesian Communist 
party and the claimed ‘indigenous’ cultural predisposition to eschew class 
conflict (see hadiz 1997). throughout the new order, independent labour 
organising at the workplace level remained both difficult and dangerous.

the fall of the new order resulted immediately in some positive changes 
for workers and labour organisations. among the first steps that the habibie 
government took to establish its reformist credentials, and distance itself 
from soeharto’s, was to annul a wage freeze enforced by the new order’s 
last minister of manpower (Jakarta Post 1 July 1998: 1). thus, in Jakarta, 
the minimum monthly wage was set at rp 198,500, although this was only 
us$ 14.10 according to exchange rates current at the time. similar increases 
were to take place throughout Indonesia but against the background of a na-
tional inflation rate of around 80 per cent due to the ongoing deep economic 
crisis. since then, labour organisations have been able to press for periodic 
minimum wage increases; this in itself is notable given continuing high un-
employment and the protestations of employers against this form of state 
intervention in the workings of the labour market. 
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In 2006, the minimum monthly wage in Jakarta was about rp 819,000, or 
roughly us$82, according to prevailing exchange rates. north sumatra had 
a minimum wage of around rp 737,000 while east Java’s was a rather low rp 
390,000. It should be recalled, however, that these wage increases took place 
in relation to constant price hikes and the lifting of government subsidies on 
various basic services and goods that continually eroded their real value. the 
official inflation rate for 2005, for example, was in excess of 17 per cent (Was-
pada 17 december 2005; Jakarta Post 11 January 2006), when the Indonesian 
economy had for several years showed signs of partial recovery. thus work-
ers continue to claim, surely quite understandably, a lack of improvement in 
their general welfare, and to begrudge the perceived lack of responsiveness 
to their plight by those in authority.

In terms of the right to organise, it was significant that the habibie gov-
ernment also ratified seven International Labor organisation (ILo) conven-
tions on basic labour rights, including Convention 87 on freedom of as-
sociation and protection of the right to organise. these were implemented 
through presidential executive decisions as well as by regulations set up by 
the minister of manpower soon after the fall of soeharto. Later, a law on 
trade unions was passed that, remarkably given recent history, allowed as 
few as ten workers to form a union as well as the existence of more than one 
trade union in any single workplace. the government still maintained the 
right to withdraw official recognition of unions for administrative reasons, 
however, and the courts were empowered to dissolve unions whose activities 
were regarded as threatening to national security (ford 2006: 4). In spite of 
such caveats, the institutional framework governing state-labour-capital re-
lations had quickly become substantially different from that which had char-
acterised the new order.

It may appear to be another puzzle that the dramatic growth of labour-
organising activities and vehicles after the fall of soeharto has not trans-
lated into a significantly more effective labour movement than that which 
currently exists under the new democratic environment. a valid question to 
ask is why the labour movement has not been able to influence contests over 
power that take place within a much more participatory institutional frame-
work than existed in previous times. In this connection, it should be pointed 
out first that workers continued to be constrained by massive unemployment 
levels produced by the 1997–1998 asian economic Crisis and its aftermath, 
and therefore were almost organisationally paralysed during many of the key 
struggles that took place in the early post-soeharto period. during this time, 



The Politics of Inclusion and Exclusion148

only small radical student groupings briefly acted in proxy for the interests 
of marginalised sections of broader civil society in the absence of coherent 
movements representing the lower classes. 

over a million manufacturing jobs were lost as a result of the crisis, ac-
cording to ford (2006: 4), and the real wages of those who retained their posi-
tions actually dropped by 38 per cent in that economically devastating period. 
unemployment (10.3 per cent) and especially underemployment (31 per cent) 
remained at excruciatingly high levels (Media Indonesia 2 July 2005) years after 
the height of the asian economic Crisis. furthermore, in many large cities, 
the unemployment rate remained very high after almost a decade had passed; 
in medan, it stood at above 19 per cent at the end of 2005 (Waspada 17 de-
cember 2005). the prevailing economic milieu alone goes a long way in terms 
of explaining the painfully slow development of labour’s organising capacities 
in spite of the ostensibly more hospitable social and political environment. 

there have been other equally important factors at work. While locally-
organised, often community-based, semi-formal organising vehicles with-
out clear structures may have been advantageous in avoiding the full brunt 
of state repression during much of the new order, they are not necessar-
ily ideal for the emergence of more sophisticated and effective vehicles in a 
post-authoritarian context. attempts at developing nationally organised la-
bour movements since 1998 have only met with limited success, partly due 
to the legacy of a highly fragmented labour movement. at the national level, 
though dozens of labour federations and a number of confederations were to 
be registered at the department of manpower within several years, a good 
many of these existed in name only and had a limited level of sustained activ-
ity at the level of workers’ communities or the workplace.

therefore, a different route that many organisers quickly adopted after 
1998 was characterised by the establishment of what they termed ‘local’ la-
bour movements or unions that operated in specific localities. this was in it-
self a tacit admission of the limited capacity to effectively organise nationally. 
as might be expected, the localities concerned were usually within or around 
the more industrialised cities of Java and sumatra, and also on islands like su-
lawesi, in which the city of makassar had grown into a major industrial hub by 
the 1990s. thus, in urban formations like surabaya, locally-organised labour 
unions such as the serikat Buruh reformasi (sBr; reform trade union) 
emerged within the first years of the post-soeharto period, together with the 
serikat Buruh Independen (sBI; Independent trade union); some workers in 
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the Greater Jakarta-West Java area formed the serikat Buruh Jabotabek (sBJ; 
the Jakarta-Bogor-tangerang-Bekasi trade union). In medan, the serikat 
Buruh medan Independen (sBmI; Independent medan trade union) was es-
tablished in 2003. these organisations were arguably the new institutional 
expressions of already existing local networks of labour organising that had 
been forced to keep a low profile during the soeharto years.

some of these local unions would prove to be rather militant in nature de-
spite the generally inhospitable socio-economic terrain on which they oper-
ated. the sBmI in medan, for example, was involved in september 2004 in a 
violent dispute with the management of pt shamrock, an american-owned 
producer of rubber gloves for medical use that employed 1,700 workers, mostly 
young females. the situation became so serious that no less than 200 police 
personnel were eventually sent in to quell the unrest arising from various la-
bour demands, including that the company adhere to the officially stipulated 
minimum wage level and improve work safety conditions (see http://www 
.umwaelzung.info/shamrock/shamrock-en.html.). With the dispute still un-
resolved a full days days later, it was reported that protesting workers were at-
tacked yet again, this time by a gang of thirty thugs, under the direct gaze of 
police (see http://www.pkps.org/hotnews/detail.php3?itemid=h_1095488868). 
according to Wilson and other reports, these thugs were likely hired directly 
by the factory management (Wilson 2006: 27; also see Waspada 12 august 
2004, 19 august 2004, and 11 september 2004). 

as mentioned earlier, the tactic of hiring goons associated with youth 
organisations or party militia to intimidate workers during protests and at 
their homes has become quite prevalent, although workers sometimes report 
that state security forces will also be directly involved in labour disputes.1 It 
is alleged that there is even a satgas spsI for hire in north sumatra, believed 
by local workers and labour activists to be made up of moonlighting mem-
bers of other organisations specialising in the service of intimidation.2 

In spite of such developments, Jeon (2005) argues that labour’s organisa-
tional capacities have been steadily rising after democratisation in Indonesia. 
he makes this contention on the basis of fieldwork from 2001 in east Java, 
especially on trade union-organising activities at maspion, a giant, highly 
diversified company based in the province that is well known for producing 
household goods. 

owned by the family of Chinese-Indonesian entrepreneur alim markus, 
known to be well connected to local and national political elites, maspion’s 
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array of factories has been notorious as a site of labour disputes since at least 
the early 1990s. displaying the fact that the state security apparatus at times 
still involves itself in quelling labour unrest on behalf of business interests, 
a 2003 strike at one of maspion’s factories was accompanied by the abduc-
tion and assault of three workers by east Java police (Kompas 11 June 2003). 
focusing on the recent experience of a specific maspion factory in sidoarjo, a 
major industrial enclave just outside of surabaya, Jeon maintains that labour-
organising activities and the experience of labour disputes are now giving 
rise to a generation of more solidly grassroots-based and competent leader-
ship than ever before. for Jeon, the labour activism in the new order, while 
often dramatic, took place with poor organisation and leadership. In contrast, 
the organisational capacities of workers are improving quietly at the factory 
level today as a direct result of the erosion of the authoritarian state.

Jeon’s favourable prognosis may be supported by some notable, though 
still rather exceptional, achievements on the part of organised labour, na-
tionally.3 one such instance was demonstrated when the central Indonesian 
government dropped its plans to enact labour ‘reforms’, reportedly due to 
fierce opposition from unionists to suggested stipulations regulating the fir-
ing of workers, outsourcing, and the setting of wage rates (Financial Times 13 
september 2006). this case is particularly interesting because no less than 
vice-president and top businessman Jusuf Kalla had been brandishing the 
labour ‘reforms’ as essential in attracting foreign investment in resuscitating 
Indonesia’s economy, which is still not yet fully recovered from the asian 
economic Crisis of the previous decade. Kalla was driven to lament, in what 
amounted to a huge exaggeration, that the power of unions in Indonesia was 
comparable to that of ‘france or america’. he also suggested in apparent ex-
asperation that democracy had gone too far in Indonesia and ‘had come too 
early’ (Financial Times, 13 september 2006), reflecting dismay that in this 
particular instance, Indonesia’s ‘reformed’ governance institutions had failed 
to keep distributional interests at bay. 

senior business figures like Kalla have an interest in overstating the 
power and influence of Indonesia’s labour movement. at the very least, their 
misrepresentations, which often go widely reported in the mass media, pro-
vide added legitimacy to any act designed to pre-empt its real emergence as a 
social force. In spite of Kalla’s complaints, a study of labour relations in two 
localities, the highly industrialised tangerang (in the new province of Ban-
ten and just outside of Jakarta proper) and pasuruan in east Java show that 
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workers do have a legitimate reason to be concerned with the increasingly 
pervasive practice of outsourcing and short-term contracts (akatiga, turC, 
Lab sosio-university of Indonesia 2006). this is particularly so because the 
practice is taking place in the context of already widespread unemployment 
and underemployment.

notwithstanding the publicised grievances of businesspeople, whether 
foreign or domestic, the labour movement remains essentially constricted 
in its capability to influence the fundamental agenda of social and political 
reform in Indonesia. typically ignored at the national level, workers’ organi-
sations have been marginal in local contests over power in the context of de-
centralisation and local autonomy, where the reform agenda has been largely 
shaped by political and economic interests unconnected, and even hostile, to 
that of the labour movement. apart from some well-coordinated mass mo-
bilisations, notably those conducted on Labour day on 1 may, cross-class 
alliances involving labour continue to be restricted to small segments of 
middle-class-based nGo and student movements. this was exactly the case 
before soeharto’s fall (tornquist 2002). there are also few overt signs of suf-
ficiently coherent working-class organising, or social alliances that promi-
nently include workers, which would seriously trouble local elites and gov-
ernments anywhere.

It follows that none of the newly salient coalitions of interest contesting 
political change in Indonesia, most overtly expressed in the form of politi-
cal parties and the shifting alliances within and between them, has as yet 
seriously accommodated the interests of organised labour. In other words, 
organised labour has largely been left out of the hurly-burly world of post-
soeharto party and electoral politics, nationally and locally. although includ-
ing labour sections or ‘departments’, parties like pan or the pKs have not 
shown serious interest in developing strong labour constituencies; thus, still 
no organic links exist between them and working-class organizational ve-
hicles. at the level of local branches, for example, one would be hard pressed 
to find the functionaries of major political parties with interest and expertise 
in dealing with labour issues, even if they are located in industrial areas with 
large numbers of industrial workers and labour vehicles. more significantly, 
one would be even more hard-pressed to find major local political party lead-
ers and functionaries with a serious background in labour organisations. 

as in the national level, the representatives of labour remain excluded 
from leadership of parties and parliaments locally, although one minister of 
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manpower hailed from the formerly state-sanctioned fspsI. there is also 
no record of local elections that have produced candidates with overtly pro-
labour platforms anywhere. not surprisingly, a recent study found little dif-
ference in the attitudes toward labour of a local government controlled by 
Golkar (in tangerang) and one controlled by the reform-era pKB (in pa-
suruan) (akatiga, turC, Labsosio-university of Indonesia 2006). such a 
situation is of potentially great importance if one takes into consideration the 
role posited for organised labour in democratisation processes as described 
by rueschemeyer, stephens and stephens (1992) and therborn (1977).

the problem at the core is that organised labour remains too organisa-
tionally weak and fragmented to be regarded a significant enough social force 
for elites to seriously co-opt, in spite of the occurrence of substantial Labour 
day demonstrations and the like. nevertheless, there has been some limited 
presence of elite interests in a few labour organisations with only dubious 
links with the mainstream of the emergent post-soeharto labour movement. 
these, like the nu-linked sarbumusi or the persaudaraan pekerja muslim 
Indonesia (Brotherhood of Indonesian muslim Workers, ppmI) appear to 
be no more than part of strategies of selective mass mobilisations related to 
narrow exigencies. the ppmI, for example, was closely aligned with ICmI 
leader and soeharto successor B. J. habibie, whose short-lived presidency 
was embattled and precarious.4 Its function during habibie’s tenure was to 
help demonstrate the muscle power of the then president’s supporters and 
to provide the soeharto protégé and long-time engineer-technocrat with si-
multaneously reformist and populist credentials.

again, the Indonesian case is not entirely exceptional within the broader 
southeast asian context in terms of both relative marginalisation of labour 
in the midst of the rise of electoral democracy and the growing power of 
local elites. In 1990s post-authoritarian thailand, Brown shows that ‘lack-
ing a strong organised voice, workers were isolated in a developing electoral 
political system dominated by big money, vote-buying and the entrenching 
of links between crime bosses and local and metropolitan business’ (Brown 
2004: 105). similar to the Indonesian case, ungpakorn notes the absence of 
a political party of the working class in thailand in spite of the objective 
expansion of the wage labour force due to capitalist transformation (ungpa-
korn 2003b: 20–24) and democratisation. he also identifies the emergence 
of gangster-unionists involved in extortion—a social category that has also 
made an appearance within the Indonesian labour movement.
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In the philippines, too, the labour movement cannot be said to be a major 
player in the post-authoritarian context. Like in Indonesia today, workers 
there have long been at the mercy of unleashed goons attached to paramili-
tary forces (see mcCoy 1991: 131), though in this case such goons are likely 
to be more directly under the wing of influential political clans. throughout 
post-authoritarian southeast asia, therefore, organised labour has remained 
only a marginal and ambiguous beneficiary of the democratisation process 
and the localisation of power. 

how has the localisation of power in Indonesia affected the fortunes of 
organised labour according to its own activists? according to one such activ-
ist, s. aminah (2005), organised labour has had little clout with local gov-
ernments that are run by former bureaucrats, entrepreneurs and the like. 
In fact, she suggests that organised labour has been placed in an especially 
precarious position in relation to local governments because of some of the 
pressures exerted by the simultaneously expressed requirements of decen-
tralised governance and that of economic globalisation. she argues that lo-
cal government officials now have a growing stake in forging successful al-
liances with businesspeople and mobile investors to enhance rent-seeking 
possibilities. once again, there is nothing distinctively Indonesian about this 
development. It has been noted in rapidly growing China, for example, that 
local governments tend to take the side of capital during labour disputes, be-
cause a veiled ‘symbiosis’ of interests has emerged between local officials and 
private business (Chen 2003: 57). such local officials, whether in Indonesia 
or China, will almost naturally regard organised labour as a nuisance to the 
pursuit of their material advancement. 

Local officials in Indonesia, too, according to s. aminah (2005), are con-
cerned with ensuring that businesses do not relocate elsewhere because of la-
bour issues; they are therefore prepared to go to some lengths to ensure the 
continuing weakness of the labour movement. Insofar as this is true, the irony 
of course is that investors are at least as much put off by the lack of legal cer-
tainty that has accompanied decentralisation and local autonomy, as well as 
by the propensity of local politicos to impose levies on business activities. It 
has long been easier, however, and more politically convenient, for businesses 
to place the blame on labour demands for unattractive investment climates 
than to squarely challenge powerful state bureaucrats and politicians who may 
make exorbitant claims on their potential profits in the form of rents. the po-
tential for the growth of locally based politico-business alliances opened up by 
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decentralisation would make such confrontations still more costly than skir-
mishes with an underdeveloped, though sometimes vocal, labour movement. 

perhaps a preferred form of resolution of the situation for business is one 
that was explored in the philippines. here, in spite of national labour laws 
that uphold labour rights, special economic zones, such as in subic, are cre-
ated within which organised labour ceases to exist—leaving investors, do-
mestic and foreign, to just deal with the local bureaucracy (Chan and Kelly 
2004). Indeed, Indonesian officials have been speaking about setting up a 
number of new special economic zones within which national labour laws 
favourable to labour organisation would not apply.5

s. aminah’s contentions are largely supported by a separate study that 
found that decentralisation has meant that local notables and government 
officials have more direct dealings today with companies operating within 
their area of authority. this study especially demonstrates the importance 
of the informal role of local notables and officials in the actual exercise of 
labour relations today, notwithstanding the gains that workers have enjoyed 
in the area of legislation. It states that (akatiga, turC, Labsosio-university 
of Indonesia 2006: 6) ‘Companies collaborate with the local elite’, some of 
whom function as ‘recruitment agents’. such elites may also ‘help in disci-
plining the workers’ due to their high social standing. however, they can 
also ostensibly protect workers when disputes with management occur; ‘a 
role which is double-edged because at the same time they prevent the emer-
gence of workers’ collective protest’. 

this report, however, also points to the probable tensions arising from 
such collaboration. It notes that the role of local elites as labour recruiters 
potentially gives them considerable leverage in relation to businesses oper-
ating locally. Local officials, for example, might be tempted to make use of 
this leverage by introducing levies, fees and taxes, many of which may be 
non-transparent—thus, ultimately causing a new source of financial burden 
for enterprises. Intriguingly, the same report on tangerang and pasuruan 
suggests that one strategy that companies employ to deal with troublesome 
local elites is to provide support for their political rivals, thereby identifying 
one basis for the possible intervention of business into arenas of local power 
in which money politics have become increasingly prevalent.

there are yet other more historical and sociological reasons for the dis-
inclination of political party elites to ‘invite’ labour into the formal political 
fold in post-authoritarian Indonesia. significantly, the continuing salience 
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of the interests that had been embedded in the new order’s patronage net-
work re-appears in the worldviews of major political actors, both national 
and local. It must be recalled that the political genealogies of the majority 
of these actors can be traced to the parties and mass organisations that, in 
tandem with the military, instigated the destruction of the pKI, including 
its labour arm, sentral organisasi Buruh seluruh Indonesia (all-Indonesia 
Central Labour organisation, soBsI), and were thus involved directly in 
the horrific massacres of the 1960s that continues to scar Indonesia’s col-
lective political memory. It is not surprising, therefore, that a range of lo-
cal elites spread over an array of political party vehicles almost uniformly 
replicate new order-era views about the dangerously subversive potential of 
strong labour movements, even today.

thus, some local parliamentarians display an interesting mixture of 
condescension, paternalism and moral outrage when discussing the actions 
of ‘uneducated’ workers who engage in ‘troublesome’ protest activities. It 
should be noted that one form of labour protest has been for workers to dem-
onstrate and express their grievances on the grounds of provincial or local 
parliamentary offices. this perhaps is not so surprising, given the context of 
decentralisation. In assessing this practice, one provincial-level parliamen-
tarian in yogyakarta argued that labour unrest is but the outcome of the 
self-interested manipulations of nGos and of the small, Leftist student-led 
partai rakyat demokratik (democratic people’s party, prd), which mis-
leads ‘impressionable young workers’. this is evident, he suggested, in the 
kinds of militant songs that workers sing in their demonstrations, which 
recall socialist-inspired struggles. the politician, an himpunan mahasiswa 
Islam (Islamic students’ association, hmI) activist as a student, argued that 
such labour actions may create ‘threats’ to Indonesian democracy and must 
be mitigated by more moderate kinds of labour organising.6 the hmI, it 
must be recalled once again, was at the forefront of the anti-pKI student 
movement that aligned itself with the military in the mid and late 1960s. the 
politician’s comments are interestingly reminiscent of the ‘labour activism 
equals communism’ formula that was favoured by new order-era state of-
ficials, perhaps most notably the communist-phobe sudomo, a soeharto-era 
security chief and one-time minister of manpower.7 this parliamentarian’s 
view was echoed in other comments made by a colleague, who argued that 
‘psychologically, the muslim community still felt vengeful toward commu-
nists’ and that the small prd, often cited as being behind some of the more 
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militant outbursts of labour unrest in the immediate post-soeharto years, 
had the same ‘basic ideas’ as the long departed communists.8 

In north sumatra, local parliamentarians with links to such organisa-
tions as pemuda pancasila, which was also active in the military-led cam-
paign against the pKI in the 1960s, exhibit the same dispositions toward 
organised labour. speaking of Leftist infiltration of social movements, in-
cluding that of labour, one such parliamentarian suggests that one should 
always be ‘vigilant . . . because [communists] are shrewd, well-trained.’ she 
adds that ‘they do not only acquire this shrewdness from internal organising’ 
but also through ‘foreign contacts’.9 a slightly different slant on the same 
argument was put forward by one of her fellow medan parliamentarians at 
the time, the fKppI-linked martius Latuperisa. he suggests that the labour 
movement can be manipulated by any contending elites, but that the real 
national threat was that of lingering communist influence.10 

In east Java, the head of the pKB satgas, Lutfilah masduki, is also con-
cerned about the ‘politicisation’ and radicalisation of the labour movement. 
While he claims to have no objection to protests related to strictly labour-
related issues, he is convinced that labour demonstrations that touch on open 
broader social and political controversies such as democratisation exhibit ev-
idence of tampering by remnants of Leftist political forces.11 not coinciden-
tally, such a stark de-linking of economic and socio-political struggles was 
a major feature of new order official discourse. the pKB is of course the 
offspring of the nu, which is also the parent of the Banser, the militia that 
played a leading role too in the massacres against real and imagined com-
munists, especially in Java, in the 1960s. east Java Banser figure Jakfar sho-
dig, interestingly, admits that Banser forces have been used to apply pressure 
on striking factory workers on behalf of industrialists—a practice that has 
been widely reported by labour activists in Central and east Java but that has 
been, understandably, commonly denied by Banser officials.12 

thus, several major factors have combined to ensure the continuing 
marginalisation of labour in the post-authoritarian era and to inhibit its ca-
pacity to engage in local arenas of political conflict. first is the legacy of 
authoritarian rule, which was particularly harsh on organised labour in the 
first place—circumventing workers’ organisational capacities through sys-
tematic, and often brutal, state repression. Quite simply, organised labour 
has not been able to overcome this legacy and re-learn the skills of effective 
organising and perhaps still needs to reclaim the tradition of political union-
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ism that was so much a part of labour history before the new order (hadiz 
1997, chapter 3). second, the context of chronic massive unemployment and 
underemployment, especially in the wake of the economic crisis of 1997 and 
1998, which Indonesia still struggles to overcome, is not particularly con-
ducive to effective labour-organising efforts, even when their ambitions are 
confined to the local level only. third, national and local elites continue to 
have political and ideological dispositions that are broadly anti-labour, which 
can be explained on the basis of their political socialisation and backgrounds 
in new order-nurtured social organisations. s. aminah’s observations about 
the link between local officials and business in the context of certain decen-
tralisation and globalisation pressures may also be added to this list.

yet, it is not just organised labour that continued to be politically mar-
ginalised in spite of the widening of the scope of political participation in 
post-authoritarian Indonesia. organisations representing the peasantry, 
for example, have hardly had it much easier. new, albeit sometimes very in-
formal organisations representing local peasantries or ‘indigenous peoples’ 
movements had emerged during the first years of the post-new order pe-
riod, during the heady days of newfound political freedoms. for example, 
displaced peasants took unilateral action to gain control over land they be-
lieved traditionally belonged to them and from which they were previously 
banished for development projects, plantations, real estate development ac-
tivities, golf courses and the like. such actions clearly would not have been 
possible if not for the circumstance surrounding the abrupt unravelling of 
the highly centralised and authoritarian new order (see Lucas and War-
ren 2000). Indeed, there were also reports of village chiefs, closely associated 
with oppressive new order rule, being unceremoniously toppled in local 
peasant uprisings.

peasants were so active in some places that elites momentarily paid atten-
tion as renewed debates took place about agrarian reform as a pressing issue. 
It was under these circumstances that Lucas and Warren speculated that it 
was possible that the management of agrarian issues might soon take a fairer 
and more equitable form than ever before (Lucas and Warren 2000: 235). 
the relatively high expectations that had been raised by largely spontaneous 
actions were perhaps destined to be dashed in many instances. 

Wee, for example, reports that peasant action in riau to demand proper 
compensation for land previously confiscated from them for the purposes of 
business activities has only been partly successful. though riau is oil-rich, 
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the post-1999 revenue-sharing mechanism that has appeased local elites, ac-
cording to Wee, has not guaranteed a ‘trickle down’ process to satisfy de-
mands at the grassroots level for such things as adequate compensation for 
land dispossession (Wee 2002: 59). thus, local peasants have resorted to acts 
of ransacking the offices of companies such as Caltex, the major u.s.-based 
oil concern operating in riau. In Bintan in the riau archipelago, thousands 
of peasants protested to receive proper compensation for land they claimed 
was virtually stolen from them under the new order to build an industrial 
park on the northern part of the island. their efforts were thwarted by lo-
cal authorities, however, given that powerful interests have long been en-
trenched in the tourism and industrial sectors of Bintan, including those of 
the soeharto family; their main crony and ally, Liem sioe Liong; as well as 
investors from singapore (see Kompas 21 January 2000). 

In north sumatra, a peasants’ movement predicated on claiming custom-
ary rights for ‘indigenous’ ethnic melayu peasants to a huge amount of land 
formerly controlled by dutch plantations and then Indonesian state-owned 
plantations has existed since 1953. Led from 1969 by abnawi nuh, an ac-
tivist of the old soekarnoist pnI, and before that by his brother, the lands 
claimed by the community of some reportedly 70,000 peasants span large 
portions of at least two kabupaten, deli serdang and Langkat. according to 
abnawi, the conflict over the years has involved fighting with the security 
apparatus and more lately, members of preman organisations, resulting in fa-
talities. for abnawi, the reality is that democratisation has not produced any 
progress in the realisation of peasant demands—not surprising, perhaps—
given the current value of the lands in question and given that local political 
elites have offered little more than rhetorical support.13 to his vexation, local 
governments endowed with greater powers since 2001 have been no more 
responsive to the aspirations of his movement than those of the previous au-
thoritarian and centralised era.

on the other hand, movements predicated on ‘indigenous’ or local cul-
tural identity may be supported at times by sections of local elites. such 
movements have had high hopes about regional autonomy’s capacity to de-
liver more rights over land and other natural resources to indigenous, often 
ethnic minority communities in specific localities (see nababan 2002). espe-
cially predisposed to support these movements are local nobilities who had 
been forced to retreat to a position of relative political marginality during 
the new order. this, however, creates a new set of problems for those inter-
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ested in more genuine empowerment of local communities, including nGo 
activists, partly on the basis of protecting local cultures. Van Klinken’s ob-
servation on the ‘return of sultans’ through local politics has already been 
noted. here, the issue is that such nobilities/aristocracies or other traditional 
elites have been prone to manipulate atavistic sentiments (see dwipayana 
2005) to bolster their bargaining positions vis-à-vis others, and have no abid-
ing interest to alter the basic nature of the allocation of economic and politi-
cal resources. In fact, nababan (2002) expresses fear that regional autonomy 
will hurt the most marginalised of local communities as local governments 
develop the need to intensify exploitation of natural resources and land in 
order to boost local revenue.

as noted in Chapter 4, the atavistic turn in some local Indonesian politics 
frequently relies on calls for the upholding of adat (customary law) as a sign 
of acknowledgement of and respect for local community traditions within 
the framework of decentralisation. By definition, customary law almost al-
ways favours traditional local elites who are in many instances also deeply 
involved in the post-authoritarian competition for access and control over 
natural resources. Bubandt’s (2004) observation that the resurgence of tradi-
tional elites has sometimes sparked ethnically-defined social conflicts, rather 
than lead to the re-establishment of some sort of idealised, pre-modern, 
peaceful state of nature, is not surprising when one considers what is at stake 
in concrete struggles over land and other resources.

In conflict-ridden north maluku, for example, the sultan of ternate and 
his family have made, though only partly successful, bids to regain the lo-
cal aristocracy’s former position within Indonesia’s decentralised democracy. 
a former senior member of the local and national Golkar political jugger-
naut during the new order who had subsequently moved to another party, 
the sultan was ‘only’ successful in winning a national parliamentary seat in 
2004, and one for his wife in the dpd in the same year. unlike in the philip-
pines, where national congressmen with local political bases often vie with 
mayors and the like for political ascendance, such positions in Jakarta do not 
entail access to local resources and institutions that could form the founda-
tion of local networks of patronage. other bids by the sultan and his wife to 
win the governorship of the newly-created province of north maluku and 
the mayoralty of ternate, respectively, failed in the face of opposition from 
other past and present senior national and local Golkar figures—displaying 
the salience of actors’ old links to the new order across the board (smith 
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2006). In spite of these failures, the sultan’s strategy of reclaiming old pow-
ers and privileges was clearly partly based on a call to ‘tradition’ and the 
manipulation of local identity and pride.

In a nutshell, the experience of organised labour in general and that 
of some peasant movements in the post-authoritarian period shows that 
democratisation and decentralisation have not produced an environment in 
which the interests of those who had been suppressed in the first place under 
authoritarian rule can now thrive. although a certain amount of euphoria 
accompanied the fall of the new order, workers and peasants have found 
that the institutions of decentralisation and democracy—parties, local par-
liaments and the like—continue to be inhabited by the kinds of powerful in-
terests with few organic links to peasant or labour movements. Instructively, 
similar to post-authoritarian thailand and the philippines, there is no major 
political party that claims to represent the interest of the working class14 or 
the peasantry. Indeed, those presiding over mutually competing local preda-
tory coalitions of power have few reasons to set a course for social and politi-
cal reforms entailing a substantial degree of redistribution of economic and 
political resources. Consequently, the new salience of electoral politics has 
been of only limited use to lower-class interests and social movements in 
post-authoritarian Indonesia.

Electoral Democracy: More Participation, but Little Contestation? 

t h e  s o c i a l  o u t c o m e s  o f  d i r e c t  e l e c t i o n s

In contrast, electoral politics have been exceedingly useful for Indonesia’s 
local elites once nurtured within a centralised system of authoritarian rule. 
this is so even though they have had to adapt quite adroitly to changing 
social and political circumstances. for example, Law no. 32/2004 and Gov-
ernmental regulation no. 6/2005 have created the setting for a new system 
within which heads of local government are directly elected by the local citi-
zenry instead of by parliamentarians in the closed chambers of parliament 
house. While the change was broadly in the interest of local politicos who 
needed to bolster their position in relation to local legislative bodies, the 
system obviously entailed new political strategies of winning public office. 
the most tangible change was the dramatically escalating cost of winning 
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electoral contests, as money politics was diverted from a concentration on 
local parliamentary bodies to the public at large.

Local politicos were obviously not responsible for drafting the legislation 
that made possible these local direct elections. this task was undertaken in 
Jakarta, where policy-making is at least partly influenced by ideas of good 
governance reforms. the institution of local direct elections may have been 
at least partly premised on the assumption that direct elections, being more 
participatory in nature, will result in governments more accountable to the 
local citizenry. according to mietzner (2006: 17), ‘the new system of direct 
elections was’ even ‘designed to close the door to excessive money politics 
in local legislatures and introduce transparency and accountability to the 
electoral process’. the expectation might have been that local predatory in-
terests would be defeated; thus, the road would be paved for forms of local 
governance that would be more rational in the technocratic mould. Indeed, 
mietzner points out that some observers had hoped that a new crop of lead-
ers would somehow emerge ‘to break the grip of entrenched bureaucratic 
elites on local government’ (ibid). Quite remarkably, no less than 248 elec-
tions for sub-provincial and provincial heads of government were already 
undertaken approximately between June 2005 and June 2006, out of a total 
of 472 that were scheduled until 2008–2009 (asia foundation 2006), across 
the expansive Indonesian archipelago.

there remain strong reasons, however, for being sceptical of this insti-
tutional innovation. for one thing, instead of curbing money politics, it has 
transferred the practice to domains beyond that of legislative chambers. the 
resultant dramatically rising cost of winning office may, in the long run, 
help to tighten the grip on local power held by some of the best-positioned of 
predatory elites, as explained below. this is the case even though nearly 40 
per cent of incumbents—elected on the basis of the prior system of voting by 
legislative bodies—were estimated to have lost office (Gross 2006; pratikno 
2006) in local electoral contests from mid-2005 to early 2006. for reformers 
within Indonesia, the defeat of so many incumbents was greeted as a positive 
indicator of potential for change and, importantly, the limitations of the ad-
vantage of holding office.15 the fear, naturally, was that incumbency meant 
the capacity to influence the workings of a range of local institutions engaged 
at various stages of the electoral process. especially where powerful incum-
bents did win (for example, in Kutai Kertanegara or in medan), however, 
there continued to be major questions about the neutrality of local electoral 
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commissions. equally significantly, there were issues about the neutrality of 
lower-ranking members of the local civil service, such as the camat and the 
lurah, whose own fortunes will tend to be closely intertwined with that of a 
presiding bupati or mayor and, therefore, will have reasons to oppose change. 
Local activists supporting abdillah’s challenger in medan, for example, were 
allegedly assaulted by the underlings of certain lurah in the city (Analisa 15 
June 2005). a particularly thorny issue concerned the integrity of the voter 
registration process involving lower-level officials.16 

In fact, there are good reasons to question the above mentioned inter-
pretation of the only mixed success that incumbents enjoyed in local elec-
toral contests, as local elections were invariably tarnished by the prevalence 
of money politics. therefore, in spite of the defeats that many individual 
incumbents suffered, there is little evidence that they have been replaced by 
essentially different kinds of interests. these remain the sort whose genesis 
ultimately cannot be separated from the exercise of predatory, albeit much 
more centralised, power during the new order. this is indicated in the 
continued successes of former new order bureaucrats, and Golkar-linked 
functionaries and activists almost all in direct electoral competition, and the 
absence of candidates with organic links to social movements that could rep-
resent challenges to such social interests. 

mietzner, for example, estimates on the basis of fifty local polls he ana-
lyzed that 36 per cent of the victors were career bureaucrats. another 28 
per cent were entrepreneurs (again showing the increasing appeal of direct 
hold of political office to many local businesspeople), 8 per cent were retired 
police and military officers, 22 per cent were party officials and only 6 per 
cent were academics or civil society leaders. It is likely that a large portion of 
the ‘party officials’ cited will include those whose political socialisation had 
taken place in one of the new order-era electoral vehicles or through the 
select number of mass organisations through which the soeharto regime re-
cruited functionaries and operatives. although mietzner sees the broadening 
of available choice to voters and speculates that voters consciously threw out 
some local leaders with the worst of reputations, he also observes that ‘the 
direct elections did not facilitate the rise of new political elites; instead, they 
simply forced the old elites to play by new rules’ (mietzner 2006:17–18). 

It is significant that prior to the institution of direct local elections, Indo-
nesian reformers of different political stripes had been grappling with the is-
sue of how to make use of the potential opportunities provided by democra-
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tisation and decentralisation. aware of their inability to challenge political 
party machines based in Jakarta, some nGos were supportive of the idea 
of developing local political parties that would only contest elections in par-
ticular localities.17 In this, they appear to be following the line of thought 
apparent among filipino activists such as rocamora (2000). the belief was 
that local political parties would allow them to channel activities into build-
ing viable, albeit smaller ‘genuinely reformist’ electoral vehicles on the basis 
of earlier vast experience in grassroots social work through which access to 
local communities had been established during the new order. 

such a strategy, if taken, would have had to address some obvious obsta-
cles. Given the increasingly considerable resources necessary even to win lo-
cal office, there would have been little guarantee that local parties would not 
just become the instrument of local notables who fail to win support from 
the major political parties. this is perhaps a rather moot point, for the plan 
was pre-empted by other electoral law reforms that were aimed at simplify-
ing Indonesia’s political party system. 

Interestingly, this system had been long regarded in technocratic quarters as 
exceedingly unwieldy because of the sheer number of participants in elections. 
forty-eight parties contested Indonesia’s parliamentary elections in 1999, and 
while only 24 contested them in 2004, political parties and the hurly-burly 
of electoral competition have been increasingly portrayed as dysfunctional to 
technocratic good governance. Because few if any reformers fitting a techno-
cratic profile have been produced by such electoral contests, political parties 
seem to be increasingly viewed as a necessary nuisance that can get in the way 
of the stability and predictability that is understood to be required for invest-
ment and the flourishing of markets (Jakarta Post 22 January 2003; Kompas 
5 may 2003). In spite of such criticism of party politics emerging from state 
technocrats (for example, academic and minister of defence Juwono sudar-
sono claimed that Indonesian democracy was impaired, see Tempo Interaktif 
19 may 2006), few would be unwilling to put up with them. the alternative 
would be an even more unwieldy and chaotic system that technocratic reform-
ers dread, characterised by a plethora of local political parties. 

this is the case even though it is clear that political parties have not had 
the ‘aggregating’ and ‘articulating’ roles traditionally associated with them 
but, in the context of electoral democracy, functioned increasingly like auc-
tion houses for the rich and powerful. as was described in Chapter 5, candi-
dates for local office have had to pay off political parties to obtain the position 
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of official party nominee. this is partly because a law states that only a party 
or combination of parties that have 15 per cent or more of seats in any legis-
lature possesses the right to advance candidates for local government head, 
whether bupati or mayor. If the aim of the technocratic restriction was to cre-
ate a semblance of order in electoral competition, the real effect has been to 
induce political parties to simply auction off nominations and support to the 
highest bidder, almost regardless of programme or ideological issues. 

the end product has been a very rambunctious system in which prospec-
tive candidates negotiate ‘prices’ with various parties before a ‘sponsorship’ 
deal is made, even though they have no connection whatsoever to the party 
of choice. even people who are known as cadres of Golkar or the pdIp—the 
two largest parties with the broadest followings and notionally, therefore, 
the best possible electoral vehicles in many contexts—would easily jump ship 
when convenient. this will happen if the asking price of the parties they be-
long to in a particular locality is too high or if these parties had already made 
a deal with someone else, not infrequently, a party outsider. observing lo-
cal elections in Gowa, south sulawesi, Buehler and tan (2007: 65) conclude 
that ‘as a rule, candidates originated from outside the parties that nominated 
them’, and moreover, that relationships between candidates and parties were 
formed on an ad hoc basis.

another obvious consequence is that campaigns are never fought primarily 
according to party programmes or ideology even though candidates typically 
produce vague statements of their election platforms. Instead, these are done 
in very ad hoc and opportunistic ways where alleged ‘charisma’, connections 
with fellow local notables and capacity for vote buying and influencing media 
reporting are important factors for success. anyone remotely familiar with 
the vagaries of power in southeast asia’s other major post-authoritarian soci-
eties, thailand and the philippines,18 will no doubt find the above description 
eerily familiar in many respects. therefore, in spite of its potential contribu-
tion to ‘messiness’, a further reform in the making—already supported by 
the Indonesian Constitutional Court in 2007—is to allow for independent, 
notionally non-party affiliated candidates to contest local elections—though 
strict criteria on eligibility are expected to be applied.19

again, it is necessary to reassess the conventional rendering of what po-
litical parties are supposed to do and look like in a democracy, as if all de-
mocracies operated according to the same principles and served the same 
kinds of interests. It is hardly useful to succumb to the temptation to label 
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Indonesia’s political parties as ‘immature’, ‘irrational’ or not ‘modern’ on the 
basis of idealised notions of party roles in Western liberal democracies. In 
the context of many contemporary post-authoritarian societies like Indone-
sia, where money politics and, to varying extents, political thuggery are the 
major games to play, political parties as they are today are quite well-suited 
for the purposes and aims of the predatory interests that preside over them. 
In other words, there is an internal logic to political party life and electoral 
competition in post-authoritarian Indonesia that does not lend itself easily 
to transformation in a neo-liberal, technocratic mould that have to do with 
the kinds of social interests that predominate. Indeed, the Western liberal-
pluralist model of the political party may be viewed as being increasingly 
exceptional given the experience of the democracies, such as those in south 
and southeast asia, which have actually emerged in the past decades.

this does not mean that ‘successful’ elections cannot take place. Local 
direct elections were on the whole successfully implemented in Indonesia 
from mid-2005. most took place quite smoothly in spite of a host of tech-
nical problems, and conflicts arising here and there that sometimes led to 
outbreaks of violence (see Barron, nathan and Welsh 2005). the level of vio-
lence and intimidation, however, was quite minimal in most cases, especially 
given the emergence of organised groups such as thugs as major players in 
local politics, as described earlier. Indeed, violence seemed to be less a feature 
of local elections in general than it had been in the earlier part of the post-
soeharto period, when cases such as the mayoral election in medan in 2000 
came to the fore. even in areas previously torn apart by ethnic or religious 
strife, such as in north maluku, poso in sulawesi and in West Kalimantan, 
elections proceeded in a relatively orderly manner with no fatalities. for a 
huge, diverse archipelago like Indonesia—often portrayed by Western me-
dia pundits and academics alike as a violence-prone, fragile entity following 
the demise of authoritarianism—this was indeed a significant achievement. 

It is a different matter, however, to suggest that the successful imple-
mentation of the elections in Indonesia signalled the ‘consolidation’ stage 
of Indonesia’s democracy, in the sense more or less inherent to the ‘demo-
cratic transitions’ literature more broadly. It had earlier been assessed that  
the 2004 legislative elections and/or the ensuing direct presidential poll of the  
same year marked the end of Indonesia’s ‘transition’, thereby suggesting the 
beginning of democratic ‘consolidation’ (aspinall 2005b, 2005c; Barron, 
nathan, Welsh 2005). It should be recalled that an otherwise sympathetic  
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analyst like Carothers (2002) has warned against the excessive acceptance of 
the assumptions of the transitions literature discussed previously in Chapter 2, 
because these tend to underplay the complex and messy process of political 
and institutional change. With this objection in mind, perhaps it is better 
to view the newly instituted local direct elections as a potentially important 
part of the broader process of development of a distinctly illiberal form of 
democracy related to the workings of Indonesia’s predatory form of capital-
ism. as put forward by robison and hadiz (2004), this predatory capitalism 
essentially rests on the appropriation of public resources and institutions for 
the purposes of private accumulation.

t o w a r d s  l o c a l  o l i g a r c h i e s ?

the view put forward by robison and hadiz is premised on particular kinds 
of political participation and contestation far removed from the jargon of 
good governance often heard from technocrats or of populist politics as es-
poused typically by a variety of nGos. still, the rules of the game by which 
elites maintain their ascendance have been changing dramatically since 
1998—including with regard to those that govern political participation and 
contestation. these will change again to some extent should independent 
candidates begin contesting these local elections (Antaranews 17 november 
2007). the further point to emphasise, however, is that these local elites have 
been very adept at dealing with changing circumstances, and they have come 
out on top repeatedly in spite of various governance changes that were sup-
posed to provide opportunities for more genuine reformers to take power in 
the local arena. 

this is the case even if a fairly large proportion of individuals in local 
office failed to get re-elected under the system of direct local elections first 
practiced in 2005, which typically bloated the amount of money required to 
win electoral contests. nevertheless, it is not true that the candidate who 
spends the most money will always win. thus in West sumatra, pdI-p can-
didate Gamawan fauzi, who had built up a reputation for honesty as the 
bupati of solok, defeated candidates that included a wealthy Jakarta-based 
businessman supported by a coalition of parties (Kompas 10 July 2005). how-
ever, it is highly unlikely that a winner, almost anywhere, would have been 
able to free him- or herself from utilising tactics involving money politics. 
mietzner’s (2006) conclusions on these direct elections, cited earlier, suggest 



167The Politics of Inclusion and Exclusion

that—as a rule—they have not produced outcomes that alter the basic na-
ture of the social backgrounds and interests represented by those who have 
emerged victorious in them.

the increasing importance of money politics could have a direct bear-
ing on the relatively diminishing importance of overt violence and intimida-
tion in winning local electoral contests. It is arguable that local elites have 
now developed an interest in the peaceful running of elections, in order to 
safeguard the legitimacy of the political process that ensures their ascendant 
social position, and that this objective is now best served by emphasising 
money politics over political intimidation. thus Barron, nathan and Welsh 
(2005: 11) point out that in many places, local elites made public appeals to 
supporters to refrain from practicing overt violence. 

this would appear to substantiate the claim made by political gangsters 
in north sumatra that they have been asked by candidates to adopt a lower 
profile in electoral campaigns, to the point of sometimes being asked not to 
appear in their menacing organisational colours during public mobilisations 
of support.20 the hope was that in this way, large-scale clashes between ri-
val groupings of enforcers and thugs could be averted. still, if outbreaks of 
conflict and violence, such as between rival groups of thugs, are essentially 
detrimental to the interests of many such elites today—the ready availability 
of instruments of coercion still can be subsequently useful in the everyday 
business of running the government after election time.21

such developments must be viewed in relation to a basic interest to pre-
vent any return to a centralised authoritarianism that would warrant a larger 
role for the Indonesian military. significantly, major outbreaks of disorder 
would not only damage the standing of Indonesian democracy and the actors 
presiding over it but could also entice the military to demand a more signifi-
cant part in the workings of politics, whether local or national, in the name of 
national stability. as an institution, it is the military that is poised to restore 
order should the competition involved in electoral contests heat up to levels 
that give rise to acts of violence and destruction on a large scale. obviously, 
civilian politicians who have benefited from electoral democracy do not want 
a situation where the military’s bargaining position could be enhanced—even 
if military commands are already involved in local business activities—much 
less a move toward a military-led form of centralised authoritarianism. 

thus, a statement by Indonesian military commander, General djoko 
santoso, on local elections, must have had a chilling effect on local politicos 
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of all stripes all over Indonesia. Commenting on (and rather exaggerating) 
the violence that accompanied these elections, the general suggested that 
Indonesians were not truly ready for democracy. more disconcertingly, he 
added that the military had to take responsible action if national unity and 
stability were ever threatened by the impact of local elections (Kompas 24 
January 2008).

General santoso was evidently referring to some of the more notable erup-
tions of violence in some places, which did at least indicate considerable ten-
sions brewing beneath the surface of relative calm. In Binjai, north sumatra, 
for example, where the incumbent mayor, ali umri (see Chapter 4) was victo-
rious, followers of losing candidates contested the poll results of 27 June 2005, 
and protests on their behalf led to attacks on the offices of the local electoral 
commission. moreover, the supporters of all four competing candidates mobi-
lised by youth/gangster organisations came to be involved in violent brawls—
something that had been avoided throughout the electoral campaign period. 
the three defeated rivals, all new order–era local notables, unsuccessfully 
brought their grievances to court, pleading that the local electoral commis-
sion’s twice rescheduling of polling day, which allegedly involved ‘pressure 
and threats’ from ali umri’s camp, was detrimental to them.22 

Indeed, the rejection of poll results occurred in many areas. In north su-
matra alone, where twelve local elections took place on 27 June 2005, eleven 
produced disputed poll results (Republika Online 18 July 2005). In sibolga, 
polling day was also delayed by several days because of alleged technical 
irregularities. the sole exception was in the north sumatran capital city 
of medan; ironically, an area where politics has been particularly rough-
and-tumble over the years. there, the dominant position of abdillah, as 
described previously, was unassailable. another controversial outcome oc-
curred in a later poll conducted in Central tapanuli, where allegations of 
‘dirty politics’ being practiced were prevalent. In this case, protest actions 
were directed against the victorious incumbent; he was accused of benefiting 
from the favouritism allegedly displayed by the local elections commission—
whose disqualification of a rival ensured that the bupati had run unopposed 
(Kompas 16 december 2005; Jakarta Post 18 may 2006).

of course, it was not only in north sumatra that disputed poll results 
emerged. In fact, the most nationally celebrated case was perhaps that of de-
pok, a town on the outskirts of Jakarta where the prestigious university of 
Indonesia is located, and from which state technocrats, especially in the area 
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of economics, have been traditionally produced. there, the former national 
leader of the pKs initially lost to a Golkar candidate in yet another contro-
versial poll before intervention by no less than the supreme Court finally 
saved him from a possibly embarrassing defeat in a ‘mere’ local contest (Su-
ara Merdeka 17 december 2005). that a renowned national politician turned 
to a local level electoral contest provides yet another indicator of the per-
ceived heightened importance of local office since decentralisation.

east Java, however, where politics had been more orderly than in north 
sumatra, displayed notable instances of election-related violence—again 
having to do with disputed poll results. no less than in the provincial capital 
city of surabaya, mobs protested under the banner of an ad hoc grouping 
called the people’s movement for democracy and Justice against the victory 
of the incumbent mayor, Bambang dwi hartono. the protest took a notably 
violent turn as supporters of the mayor’s rivals inflicted serious damage on 
the local parliament building (Suara Merdeka 14 July 2005). again, the main 
gripe was alleged irregularities occurring on election day, to the extent that 
a repeat poll was demanded (Bali Post 13 July 2005). 

In the case of Banyuwangi in east Java, local parliamentary elites and re-
ligious figures tried to oust incumbent ratna ani Lestari, another victori-
ous incumbent, who was supported by a host of small parties; they claimed 
vaguely that her administration was incompetent. mass rallies were or-
ganised by religious leaders tied to the pKB and nu—traditionally domi-
nant in this area and stunned by their defeat—and unsuccessful appeals were 
made to higher levels of government to annul electoral results that returned 
her to power. 

In tuban, also in east Java, the situation got particularly ugly when pro-
testers burnt down the local election commission office as well as property 
belonging to incumbent haeny relawati, who won re-election with Golkar 
backing on top of allegations of vote rigging (Jakarta Post 18 may 2006). 
the violence, instigated by supporters of a losing candidate backed by the 
pKB and pdI-p, became so widespread that a curfew was put in place along 
with ‘shoot to kill’ orders handed to the security apparatus. the tuban case 
is particularly interesting because it is an area that has recently been devel-
oped industrially and in terms of infrastructural projects, and one which will 
likely grow because of the Cepu oil field located within its boundaries. It is 
notable that much of the anger expressed against the incumbent is believed 
to be actually directed against her husband, a prosperous local businessman 
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who critics accuse of abusing the power of his wife to win business contracts 
(marijan 2006). 

though it should be reasserted that direct local elections have been car-
ried out in most cases without violence reaching alarming levels, similar 
instances to the ones described above occurred in many places across the 
archipelago, from West sumatra to Bengkulu to sulawesi. this is in many 
ways perfectly understandable given the stakes involved in any single elec-
toral contest. as a result of the high cost of engaging in direct polls, the 
amount invested in losing candidacies can be quite astounding and finan-
cially ruinous. this fact alone will tend to further ensure that local electoral 
contests will, in the future, mostly be the purview of those particularly well 
endowed with material resources. In other words, the process of further en-
trenchment of a class of local politicos over the arena of sub-national politics 
seems to be well under way. 

the further question for the near future is whether this process of en-
trenchment leads in the direction of the formation of more distinct local po-
litical oligarchies centred on individuals and groups of more genuine ‘strong-
men’ or dominant local notables. the experiences of post-authoritarian thai-
land and the philippines, and arguably more distant places as post-totalitarian 
russia, show that this is a possibility. a thriving locally-focused electoral 
democracy—within which coherent and genuinely reformist forces able to 
challenge the dominance of established predatory elites are largely missing—
is conducive to the emergence of local oligarchies. such local oligarchies have 
an abiding interest not just to maintain their position vis-à-vis potential chal-
lenges, but also to safeguard a substantial degree of autonomy for local arenas 
of power. It is true that any further erosion of central state authority will likely 
benefit would-be local oligarchs. In spite of some recentralising tendencies 
already mentioned, which will impede those already harbouring grandiose 
local visions, it is highly unlikely that the general shift toward the localisation 
of power can be fundamentally reversed in the foreseeable future.23



Contesting the Local

Local politics—just like politics at any level—is an arena of contestation be-
tween competing coalitions of social interests. the most contentious aspects 
of local politics, it should come as no surprise, are commonly those that—
directly or not—have to do with struggle for access to tangible, concrete re-
sources. decentralisation policy thus embodies struggles over the setting of 
the parameters of local power and the establishment of the kinds of social 
interests to preside over it. What is at stake is no less than the shaping of the 
rules and regulations to govern the exercise of local power and allow it to 
be of service to particular sets of social interests, while erecting barriers to 
others. In other words, contests over decentralisation policy in Indonesia, so 
often couched in the apolitical, technocratic language of good governance, 
represent a protracted and continuing struggle over the kind of localisation of 
power that takes place and its set of main beneficiaries.

the danger thus lies in failing to grasp the nature of the fundamental 
tensions and contradictions within the localisation of power as they pertain 
to such issues as development, democracy and political participation and 
contestation. the conflict over local power in Indonesia, and in the post- 
authoritarian southeast asian cases more generally, has not been about ‘ra-
tional’ developmental technocracy attuned to the requirements of global 
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markets and pitted against the ‘irrationality’ and insularity of predatory 
politics. nor has the conflict been about local communities and citizenries 
struggling against the purportedly homogenising globalisation juggernaut, 
thereby somehow resurrecting the ‘authentic’ or ‘indigenous’ in the process.

this book has shown that the main contenders in the contest in Indonesia 
are essentially shifting locally-based coalitions of predatory power rooted in the 
now demised new order. such coalitions have selectively latched on to both 
the agendas of technocratic good governance and that of localist populism—
perhaps infusing the latter with more statist-nationalist elements from time 
to time—to ideologically legitimise their social ascendance. Interconnected 
with local conflicts are the interests of Jakarta-based coalitions that otherwise 
have their own motives for containing local power or shaping it in certain 
ways—often with considerable success. such containment may be imposed 
institutionally in the form of laws pertaining to the exercise and scope of local 
governance, but also in the form of centralising impulses within such instru-
ments of contestation (associated with electoral democracy) as political par-
ties. as a general rule, what is at stake are access to opportunities for private 
accumulation on the basis of control over public resources and institutions; 
such are the foundations for the development of localised alliances of preda-
tory power and patronage. 

While general observations about the nature of the localisation of power 
are useful for analytical and comparative purposes, acknowledgment of  
difference—in historical legacies for instance, and of the precise ways in 
which societies are actually integrated into the global capitalist economy—is 
also necessary. It has been pointed out that the concrete manifestations of 
the localisation of power can be quite different in some important respects. a 
salient example given was the different legacies of previously centralised au-
thoritarian rule in the different societies, as well as the divergent social bases 
and characteristics of what is often dubbed local ‘bossism’ (sidel 2004). these 
differences have had consequences for the specific outcomes of the localisa-
tion of power in post-authoritarian Indonesia, thailand and the philippines.

But experiences further away from southeast asia may also shed some 
light on what is occurring in Indonesia. In an article on decentralisation and 
globalisation in China, Breslin (2000: 205–206) observes that the ‘dual pro-
cesses of decentralisation and globalisation are reconfiguring loci of decision 
making and authority’. thus, the rise of provincialism and of local power 
vis-à-vis the centre has resulted in situations where the policies of the latter 
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are not always followed in the way intended at the lower levels of governance. 
In some ways such developments are reflective of some of the conflicts de-
scribed in this book between coalitions of power based at different levels of 
governance in Indonesia. 

Breslin also notes the regional differences stemming from the uneven 
impact of globalisation—so much so that one challenge faced by China’s 
national elites has been to respond to calls from local leaders in less devel-
oped areas to redress developmental imbalances (Breslin 2000: 219).1 In the 
case of China, the uneven impact of globalisation in spatial terms is clearly 
linked to its recent history of fairly long seclusion from the world capitalist 
economy that was followed by a form of reintegration that was focussed on 
the south-eastern coastal provinces. sharp regional inequalities exist in In-
donesia too, however, which are reflective of the uneven nature of the rapid 
capitalist development presided over by the new order. the consequence is 
that the nature of ‘things at stake’ in local contests over power will be differ-
ent according to distinct local socio-economic profiles and levels and ways of 
integration with the global economy. 

In east Kalimantan and many other particularly natural resource-rich 
regions, it is easy to imagine that the stakes are tangible in terms of oppor-
tunities for predatory forms of private accumulation, as they are as well in 
economically more diversified north sumatra and east Java. this is not to 
say that struggles over local power in more economically backward or less 
strategic parts of Indonesia will necessarily be less intense. as mentioned in 
earlier chapters, even relatively minor kingpins in such areas will have a stake 
in carving out a realm of autonomous power; given the obvious advantages 
of more direct control over local budgets or of revenue-generating activities, 
for example. Vel (2005: 106) observes that all the candidates in the 2005 lo-
cal election in east sumba district, on the island of sumba, were involved in 
money politics ‘to some degree’, noting how they all required funds given 
openly or behind the scenes by businessmen; and that the ‘position of dis-
trict head has become a very attractive and powerful bureaucratic post . . . 
so that candidates for the post can attract investors who hope to profit from 
their loyalty in the future’. east sumba is certainly no Kutai Kertanagara, but 
there, too, local elections were vigorously fought. 

It is in many of the areas where the struggle over local institutions of gov-
ernance, and their resources and authority that involve the most tangible 
of possible rewards, however, that the emergence of viable local oligarchies 
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is promised most strongly. In these areas, wars of attrition in the form of 
future electoral contests could well weed out those with less capacity to mo-
bilise the financial and other resources necessary to fight the battles in a suf-
ficiently ruthless fashion. 

the cases of north sumatra and east Java have been analytically use-
ful for the purposes of this book for a number of reasons. Because of their 
socio-economic profiles and histories, they have been sites for the emergence 
of numerous instructive cases of fierce competition among competing lo-
cal elites who seek to establish local hegemony. the establishment of the 
parameters of local power in north sumatra and east Java has been espe-
cially marked by strenuous efforts on the part of local elites to carve out a 
realm of autonomy from Jakarta in ways that from time to time have in-
volved head-on collisions. We have seen these in the wrangling over politi-
cal party candidates for local office, as described in Chapter 5, and in other 
instances. furthermore, north sumatra and east Java provinces—unlike 
east Kali mantan, for example—have long been the homes of active, though 
not consistently effective, civil society-based movements and organisations, 
including those premised on trade unions and nGos, thereby potentially 
providing a further complicating factor. this, too, reflects a degree of social 
differentiation that is more advanced in these two regions than in most other 
parts of the immense Indonesian archipelago.

Insofar as the localisation of power was expected to produce the impe-
tus for greater political participation, these two provinces would have been 
among the prime candidates to deliver on either the promises of neo-liberal 
good governance or, conversely, that of localist populism. the outcomes as-
sociated with either sets of promises, however, would have required a pro-
found transformation in the kinds of social interests that preside over local 
power; and as has been argued, this is precisely the missing element in the 
local political equation in both cases. In the absence of such a transforma-
tion, the outcomes have been predominantly those described in this book. 

The Limits of the Local

decentralisation in Indonesia as understood in the original 1999 set of legis-
lation provided greater autonomy to authorities at the sub-provincial level: 
the kabupaten (regency) and kotamadya (city or town), at the expense of both 
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national and provincial levels of governance. a few years after their imple-
mentation in early 2001, the pendulum swung back partially in the direction 
of the provinces and away from the sub-provincial level, thereby potentially 
undermining or at least affecting the strategies of ambitious local politicos 
who had thrived since the advent of democratisation. 

some of these ambitious local politicos would have been put back in their 
place by attacks taking the form of corruption investigations. no less than 
ten bupati in Kalimantan alone, for example, were prosecuted in late 2005 for 
alleged involvement in illegal logging and the embezzlement of government 
reforestation funds (Jakarta Post 5 december 2005)—an activity in which in-
terests centred in Jakarta were more prominent players during the new or-
der. as already mentioned, hitherto successful local politicos like abdillah in 
medan and syaukani in Kutai Kertanagara have also been embroiled in seri-
ous corruption cases. the fact that such local bigwigs were investigated with 
the approval of the government in Jakarta no less, it is suggested, can be read 
as a message that local elites would not be allowed to run roughshod in spite 
of the expanded powers formally accorded by decentralisation. 

powerful individuals at the provincial level also have had to take caution 
in spite of greater authority headed in their direction. In West sumatra, al-
most the entire provincial legislature was convicted of graft (Kompas 11 June 
2004); at the time, this helped to infuse a measure of credibility to the cen-
tral government’s stated aim to crack down more seriously on corruption. 
nevertheless, even this initially lauded move proved to be tentative. though 
the legislators were initially convicted in court by mid-2004, none actually 
landed in prison, at least for quite some time.2 

In spite of the inconsistent nature of the Jakarta-pushed campaign against 
local corruption, a large number of cases involving members of legislatures 
and executive bodies at local and provincial levels has been reported in the 
national media (see Jakarta Post 24 July 2004; Tempo 27 february 2005: 26–35). 
While the widespread reporting is clearly reflective of the freedom of the press 
in post-authoritarian Indonesia, it is also an indicator of the extent and scope 
of decentralised corruption today (Tempo Interaktif 4 november 2004).

from just 2003 to 2006, 967 local and provincial parliamentarians and 
some 8.06 per cent of local executive heads in the country were named sus-
pects in corruption cases according to the Jakarta Post. most of the parlia-
mentarians were charged with violating a government regulation on bud-
getary spending (Jakarta Post 11 october 2006)—an act that may involve 
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diverse practices including the tendering of projects, the keeping of fictitious 
accounts, and outright embezzlement of centrally allocated assistance funds 
(Tempo Interaktif 4 november 2004). It should be pointed out, however, that 
the government regulation concerned, no.110/2000, was later annulled by 
the supreme Court, leaving many corruption investigations potentially in 
legal limbo.

In spite of this kind of inconclusiveness, anti-corruption campaigns 
emerging from the centre could be viewed as a useful tool of checking the 
power of ambitious local political actors. even in the one-party state that is 
Vietnam, the much publicised pursuit of corruption cases can be fruitfully 
understood in terms of the political centre’s efforts to maintain control over 
individuals at the lower levels of the party and state, prone to exercise higher 
degrees of independent action in the context of doi moi (Gainsborough 2003: 
71). as in Indonesia, such anti-corruption campaigns are not only about es-
tablishing transparent governance but are part of the political dynamics of 
establishing the parameters of local power. In other words, they are at least 
partly about the reassertion of the power of the centre over the local.

as alluded to earlier, a process of undermining local power had also taken 
place in thailand. Before its sudden fall from grace, the thaksin shinawatra-
created thai rak thai party (see mcCargo and ukrist 2005) had acted to 
bring to fruition a stronger and more centralised government, despite the ten-
tativeness of the country’s actual process of decentralisation (for example, as 
indicated in the transfer of budgetary authority and revenues) that is mirrored 
in some respects in Indonesia and the philippines. thus the power and author-
ity of centrally appointed governors—effectively running regional appendages 
of the central bureaucracy in the thai model (and in reality, working as little 
more than the prime minister’s personal assistants)—was enhanced in relation 
to that of elected local officials.3 these ‘Ceo-governors’, as they were called, 
for instance, were given more say in important matters like budgetary spending 
and the signing of contracts (nelson 2002), which in the exercise of local power 
could make or break local networks of political patronage.

In the philippines, in the meantime, legislators appear now to have only 
a limited interest in further decentralisation initiatives. thus, new legisla-
tion proposed to further the scope of decentralisation—advanced primarily 
by a group of technocrats associated with long time decentralisation advocate 
senator aquilino pimentel, Jr.—failed to take off in 2006. according to one 
‘insider’ explanation, the root cause is the growing rivalry between national 
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politicians armed with pork-barrel funds who are so instrumental in cobbling 
together local alliances and the executives of municipal bodies who have been 
arguably among the main beneficiaries of decentralisation up to now. this 
is the case even though many congressmen, senators and local executives 
are similarly members of local elite families due to the particular nature of 
so-called bossism in the phillipines.4 as hedman and sidel note (2000: 89), 
in the philippines, a ‘multi-tiered hierarchy of elected executive and legis-
lative offices encourages the aspiration to boss-hood of municipal mayors, 
congressmen, and provincial governors but complicates their efforts through 
overlapping or cross-cutting jurisdictions, resources, and prerogatives’. 

the reversion to centralisation rhetoric or sentiment, moreover, has not 
been confined to southeast asia. outside of the region, in the case of russia, 
the putin government that took over in late 1999 essentially forced a reversal 
of the strong decentralisation tendency that characterised the tenure of Boris 
yeltsin. It did so when placing governors and ‘republic leaders’ in a powerful 
position over mayors and local district chiefs who had been gaining political 
ascendancy since the break-up of the soviet union. significantly, governors 
were given the authority to dismiss mayors and district chiefs who refused 
to obey directives emanating from higher levels of government (slider 2001: 
68), thereby curtailing the relative autonomy they had previously enjoyed. 
Looming in the background throughout these changes were fights against 
secessionist rebellions in various parts of the country.5

the above are not cases that show the inevitable swinging back of the 
pendulum toward recentralisation once the decentralisation course had been 
somehow exhausted, so that some sort of imaginary state of ‘equilibrium’ or 
‘ideal’ balance is achieved through the innate wisdom of technical decision-
making. It is also not the case that ‘the degree’ of decentralisation can simply 
be chosen by autonomous actors in a social vacuum. What these cases reveal 
is that decentralisation, like any other policy agenda, cannot be extricated 
from existing political topographies, which in some circumstances may in-
duce varying degrees of recentralisation as an outcome of struggle. 

nevertheless, any renewed centralising impulse can be beset by its own 
internal contradictions. It was mentioned earlier that political parties in In-
donesia today represent tactical alliances among actors, national and local, 
that largely emerged from the much more centralised, but extensive, preda-
tory network of patronage that had been a defining characteristic of the new 
order. they are the vehicles through which repositioned predatory interests 
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now maintain their social ascendancy in the context of an electoral democ-
racy. as tenuous alliances these parties would often fracture, as local-level 
alliances—frequently cross-party in nature—take shape quite independently 
of any central party directive. such local alliances are formed on the basis of 
local exigencies, which is itself an indication of the often distinct imperatives 
of local power. Central party structures, however, do have an interest in safe-
guarding local party branches that will have a crucial role when mobilisations 
of support bases and networks are required during national elections. such 
an interest may sometimes override the interest to rein in local politicos.

thus, the Indonesian national parliament, in a highly controversial move 
in 2006, recommended the dropping of prosecution cases against local of-
ficials implicated in corruption cases linked to abuse of local budgets. It even 
suggested that the government ‘rehabilitate’ the names of regional heads 
and local parliamentarians involved in these cases. Why was such a blatantly 
unpopular move undertaken, given the widely-held disdain for corruption 
on the part of the powerful? the answer is fairly simple. as one Indonesia 
Corruption Watch activist remarked at the time, the prosecuted members of 
local parliaments are ‘the peers’ of national parliamentarians through their 
political party affiliations (Jakarta Post 11 october 2006). to crush these 
local parliamentarians so unflinchingly would be akin to obliterating the lo-
cal political machineries and networks that national politicians need to rely 
upon during such times as national elections. of course, national parliamen-
tarians would also have an interest in insulating themselves from the snow-
ball effects of a strong anti-corruption campaign. 

In fact, local politicos were as often rewarded as they were penalised: a 
particularly controversial government edict of 2006 was understood to have 
increased the salaries and perks of local parliamentarians in a particularly ob-
scene way in the context of an Indonesian nation still struggling to economi-
cally re-emerge one decade after the devastations of the asian economic Cri-
sis. the most contentious parts of this edict came to be withdrawn, though 
not before they came to be seen as symptomatic of the ‘legalised robbery’ of 
the people; in this case, that would have had severely negative repercussions 
on the finances of many struggling regions (Media Indonesia 6 January 2007).

Given the constant tug-of-wars, to what extent will local predatory in-
terests become more successful in the future than they have been so far in 
carving out greater domains of autonomy from Jakarta to pursue their rent-
seeking activities? or will they have to lower their sights after all? this is 
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an important question that already has been raised in this book. some ob-
servers have suggested that such success is quite unlikely (Choi 2006; pra-
tikno 2006) given the more recent backlash resulting in calls for a measure 
of recentralisation. no less than president yudhoyono, for example, declared 
that regional autonomy has ‘gone too far’ in Indonesia, that it has scared off 
investors rather than attracting them, and failed to result in improved public 
services (Jakarta Post 24 august 2006). his assessment on the quality of pub-
lic services after decentralisation was supported by a report compiled by a 
group of nGos in twenty kabupaten and ten municipalities across the archi-
pelago which suggested that local governments did not prioritise spending in 
areas like health and education (Jakarta Post 9 december 2007). 

ultimately, however, those interests that preside over local power are by 
now so well-entrenched that they cannot be ignored or simply wished away, 
as such diverse actors as investors and organised labour alike have discov-
ered. their subjugation would require a struggle that would certainly have 
some violent and unpredictable consequences given the concrete and tan-
gible interests at stake. thus, it is necessary to take local power seriously as 
a longer-lasting post-authoritarian social phenomenon, including its preda-
tory characteristics, even while recognising that local power-holders con-
front limits to their ambitions.

The Poverty of Technocracy

the empirical analysis of the possible outcomes of the localisation of power 
provided here shows that, under particular circumstances, the widening of 
political participation (even through electoral democracy), may not entail 
a greater scope for more fundamental kinds of political contestation. some 
interests are simply better positioned to take advantage of the opening of 
politics, and these may be the sorts that have nothing to gain from rocking 
the boat more than is necessary for their immediate and tangible purposes. 
a fundamental source of challenge, it needs to be reasserted, to predatory 
power remains absent in the Indonesian case, in spite of technocratic at-
tempts at social engineering through institutional tinkering. 

again this is but an Indonesian manifestation of a phenomenon that has 
been evident globally, as other experiences in southeast asia show. thus, 
even Grindle, who writes on local governments in contemporary mexico 
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from a broadly neo-institutionalist perspective, recognises that the range of 
incentives that institutionalised, competitive electoral politics was supposed 
to provide toward the development of accountability have been only ambigu-
ously effective. the institutional crafting of local democracies has frequently 
given rise instead to highly conflict-ridden local governments pre-occupied 
with resource distribution and allocation in relation to old-style patronage 
politics (Grindle 2007: chapter 3).

the problem confronted in all of these cases is that dominant local elites 
have an abiding interest to resist neo-liberal, good governance reforms, even 
when they simultaneously have a stake in engagement with some aspects of 
economic globalisation and marketisation—if only to broaden rent-seeking 
opportunities with the expansion of markets. the pressures exerted by glo-
balisation, which might induce economic competition among different lo-
calities, thus do not seem to inevitably result in the demise of predatory co-
alitions of local power in any predetermined way. this is so even if local 
government officials in Indonesia, such as the bupati, are now being encour-
aged by Jakarta technocrats to train in the art of attracting investors, and 
therefore to exhibit more technocrat-like sensibilities.6 

the evidence so far suggests that the appropriation of state power by its 
officials to further their predatory interests will continue to be the main 
theme of Indonesian political economy albeit in an environment that is more 
democratised and more localised. such an observation accords with the con-
clusions reached by robison and hadiz (2004) on the reorganisation of eco-
nomic and political power in Indonesia after the fall of soeharto. It does not 
bode well, however, for the advocates of technocratic good governance (or 
for the aspirations of localist populists within the nGo community in Indo-
nesia and elsewhere). In particular, there is a huge disjuncture between the 
theoretical assumptions of good governance as consumed by elites and intel-
lectuals and what is then practiced as a matter of interest (orlandini 2003) in 
many societies that have jumped on the decentralisation bandwagon. 

this should direct us to consider seriously the diversity of ways in which 
separate parts of the geographical territory that national states claim author-
ity over can be engaged with the global economy without entailing a radi-
cal redrawing of their internal political topographies. It has been pointed out 
that the shift of focus to the local in neo-liberal thinking on globalisation was 
premised on the view that larger national states posed a barrier to the efficient 
workings of the market, as illustrated by experiences with protectionist or 
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rent-seeking oriented national elites. now, however, we see that particular 
trajectories may produce such outcomes as local arenas of power that exhibit 
distinct sources of resistance as well to many aspects of neo-liberal reform and 
whose strength, ironically, can actually be augmented by efforts to insti tute 
them. the homogenising effect that the pressures of economic globalisation 
impose on socio-political phenomena has, once again, proven to be rather 
greatly exaggerated by the champions of neo-liberal transformation.
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Notes

Introduction

1. this contradicts huntington’s view (1996: 28) that local politics is about ‘the 
politics of ethnicity’, while ‘global politics’ is a much grander ‘politics of Civiliza-
tions’. his characterisation is misleading as it is unclear why contests over power at 
the local level should have primary driving forces and logic that are distinct from 
those at the national or supranational levels.

2. though utilising a different approach in her book on decentralisation in af-
rica, Boone emphasises the kinds of competing social interests on the formation of 
state institutions governing central-local relations in different countries.

3. Indonesia thus seemed less likely to produce what tornquist called ‘bad guy 
democracy’ (2002), in reference to cases like the philippines.

4. In spite of the complicating factor of the 2006 coup in thailand (see ungpa-
korn 2007; also see Kasian 2006) and its aftermath.

5. see the World Bank’s decentralisation homepage Library (n.d.) at http://
www1.worldbank.org/wbiep/decentralization/regions.htm#europe. 

6. the most influential work on philippines local politics is arguably sidel 
(1999); while the most thorough on thailand is arguably arghiros (2001). for thai-
land also see the collection edited by mcVey (2000), which contains a number of il-
luminating articles by seasoned thai experts, though mainly in relation to the chao 
pho or ‘local godfather’ phenomenon. also see the recent work by nishizaki (2002, 
2006) and various pieces by nelson (e.g. 2002, 2003, 2005) on decentralisation. due 
to the resurgence of thailand’s ‘southern violence’ there has been some attention 
recently devoted to the predominantly muslim provinces of the restive south. a 
collection edited by mcCargo (2007) offers the best and most well-rounded view 
of local politics in southern thailand. the recent work of the young thai scholar, 
achakorn Wongpreedee (2007), is especially useful in understanding how en-
trenched local political interests, as in Indonesia, have successfully utilised decen-
tralisation to protect their social power and position. on the philippines, besides 
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in sidel, the phenomenon of ‘bossism’ is examined in five case studies edited by 
Lacaba (1995). for a discussion of post–marcos era political change from the point 
of view of local politics, see Kerkvliet and mojares (1991). abinales’s (2000) local 
political-historical study of the state in mindanao is useful too. In addition, a fine 
historical background to the emergence of local oligarchic families in the philip-
pines is provided in Cullinane (2003).

Chapter 1

1. some of these questions were raised as well in hadiz 2004a.
2. the same observation has been advanced with regard to the philippines. a 

document produced by the development academy of the philippines (2005: 7) ar-
gues that the country’s ethno-linguistic diversity and geographical features logi-
cally support the advancement of a decentralisation agenda.

3. the authors are staff of the united nations support facility for Indonesian 
recovery (unsfIr), in Jakarta.

4. Interview with professor eduardo Gonzalez, former president of the devel-
opment academy of the philippines, Quezon City, 6 June 2006. also see abueva 
(2005) for a proposal for a federalist structure to help end conflict in mindanao.

5. also, interview with Chaiwat satha-anand, academic and member of na-
tional reconciliation Commission, Bangkok, 28 september 2006.

6. see the World Bank’s ‘decentralisation net’ at: http://www1.worldbank.org/ 
publicsector/decentralisation/different.htm

7. see the further discussion in Chapter 3.
8. the term federalism, however, raised alarm bells among Jakarta’s political 

elites, largely because it is associated with late dutch colonial efforts to maintain 
a measure of power in the archipelago and to disrupt the emergence of a unified 
Indonesian republic. 

9. In practice, aspects of the law were also the result of work of another team 
based at the ministry of home affairs as well as one in the ministry of finance. 
see turner and podger (2003: 14–15).

10. not surprisingly the World Bank and other donor organisations have in-
vested a lot of resources into decentralisation programmes around the world and 
have an ever-growing institutional stake in their success. according to Litvack, ah-
mad and Bird, a growing number of World Bank-funded projects have been in ef-
fect supporting decentralisation schemes worldwide as part of the neo-liberal good 
governance agenda. twelve per cent of Bank projects completed between 1993 and 
1997, for example, is said to have involved decentralising responsibilities to lower 
levels of government (Litvack, ahmad and Bird 1998: 1). there is no reason to 
believe that there has been a massive reduction in the intervening decade. In 2003, 
the German aid organisation, GtZ, which along with the World Bank has been 
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a leading actor in the decentralisation push in Indonesia, estimated that no less 
than us$2.9 billion were being expended by funding agencies on decentralisation-
related projects in Indonesia, the vast majority of which was accounted for by the 
World Bank and the adB (asian development Bank) (turner and podger 2003: 
130). In addition, a undp (united nations development programme) report in 
2002 estimates that 50 per cent of the organisation’s financial allocation in the area 
of ‘decentralisation and local governance’ has been to the programme ‘sub-area’ 
of ‘decentralisation policies’, compared to just three per cent for ‘alliances by the 
poor’ (undp 2002: 10). 

11. Interview with eduardo Gonzalez, former president, development acad-
emy of the philippines, Quezon City, 6 June 2006. for a different reading on 
the role of international donors in the philippines’ decentralisation process, see 
hutchcroft (2004: 303–311).

12. Interview with professor somkhit Lertpaithoon, vice-rector of tham-
masat university and member of the 1997 Constitution drafting assembly as well 
as decentralisation Committee. Bangkok, 28 september 2006. he was particularly 
influenced, he says, by the french model of decentralisation and general french 
thought on public administration.

13. Interview with dr. orathai Kokpol, King prajadhipok’s Institute and fac-
ulty of political science, thammasat university, 28 september 2006; and with 
professor somkhit Lertpaithoon, 28 september 2006.

14. see rodan, hewison and robison (2006), for an exploration of historical and 
economic institutionalist accounts of southeast asian economic growth and crisis.

15. this is so even though, in the case of sociology, new institutionalism (or 
new economic sociology) was at least initially a reaction to the incursions of eco-
nomics into the discipline. the passage of time, however, has resulted in common-
alities in terms of concerns, concepts and methodologies.

16. see the World Bank’s ‘decentralisation net’ at: http://www1.worldbank 
.org/publicsector/decentralisation/different.htm.

17. the hijacking of the institutions of governance at the local level by ‘special 
interests’ is actually a theme to be found in some neo-institutionalist and public 
choice theories (Bardhan and mookherjee 2000), and is expressed as ‘elite capture’. 
the problem with this type of theorising, however, is that it remains trapped in 
the worldview of rational choices being taken by individual actors whose behaviour 
is largely determined by such factors as different levels of political awareness and 
access to information, rather than by structural imperatives. this is because actors 
are not placed firmly within the context of broad social processes and historically 
entrenched structures of social interest and power—all of which clearly affect the 
viable options available to actors at any given time and place. 

18. Interview with Joel rocamora, executive director, Institute for popular 
democracy, Quezon City, 2 June 2006; and professor eduardo Gonzalez, former 
president of the development academy of the philippines, 6 June 2006.
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19. Interview with Wuthisarn tanchai, director of the King prajadhipok’s In-
stitute and long-standing member of the thai decentralisation Committee, non-
thaburi, 26 september 2006.

20. this has been sometimes similarly claimed in thailand and the philip-
pines, where local politics has been understood to be the province of relatively 
autonomous local politicos for a longer time. for example, see the interview with 
professor somkhit Lertpaithoon, vice-rector of thammasat university and mem-
ber of the 1997 Constitution drafting assembly as well as decentralisation Com-
mittee. Bangkok, 28 september 2006; and with J. prospero de Vera, senior consul-
tant, office of senator aquilino pimentel, Jr., Quezon City, 5 June 2006.

21. for example, see Ito (2006), who argues for the importance of civil society 
participation and pressure,but without much discussion of civil society’s structural 
incoherence.

22. a third case that was more optimistic (perhaps much more contentiously 
so)—in the midst of notably pessimistic accounts of various localities given in the 
edited volume—was West Kalimantan.

23. recently, more interesting and complex understandings of social capital 
have emerged. though still writing in a putnamian vein, anirudh Krishna (2007) 
follows Berman’s (1997) analysis of nazi Germany, in the sense that he pays at least 
as much attention to ‘social capital’ that can give rise to reactionary and undemo-
cratic social movements in India.

24. such groups are dismissed by diamond as not being part of civil society—
though it is unclear why they should be excluded except for ideological reasons.

25. there are certain historical quirks in the evolution of thai governance that 
have amounted to the seeming institutionalisation of the tensions between the leg-
acy of the bureaucratic authoritarian state and more recent democratic aspirations. 
In practical terms this has meant the existence of separate administrative bodies 
effectively responsible for the same territorial areas, one linked and responsible 
to the ministry of the Interior, and the other considered a unit of elected local 
governments. thus, provincial governors are basically functionaries of Bangkok 
and head organisational units that are vertically integrated to those in the capi-
tal, recalling the centralising tendencies of the military-dominated bureaucratic 
authoritarianism of the past. provincial administrative organisations (pao), on 
the other hand, are elected bodies that are typically inhabited by local politicians 
and entrepreneurs, the dynamics of which are a clear product of democratisation. 
moreover, there exist different types of municipal administrations governing ur-
ban areas as well as the rurally-based tambon or sub-district or administrative 
organisations (tao), which is the lowest level of local administrative structure. 
Given this context, decentralisation in thailand notionally involves the reduction 
of powers and responsibilities, including over budgets and personnel, from the 
apparatus of administration vertically linked to Bangkok in favour of the various 
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local governments headed by elected officials (nelson 2005; unesCap n.d. at: 
http://www.unescap.org/huset/lgstudy/country/thailand/thai.html; Weist 2001).

26. Corruption, broadly defined as ‘the use of public office for private gain in 
ways that contravene declared rules’ (hamilton-hart 2001: 66) or, more specifi-
cally, ‘political corruption’ defined as ‘the abuse of entrusted power by political 
leaders for private gain, with the objective of increasing power or wealth’ (hodess 
2004: 11; also see harris 2003) remains a major source of worry for development 
planners globally. the main concerns are that ‘corruption affects investment and 
economic growth’, ‘influences governments in choosing what to spend their money 
on’, and ‘discourages investment, limits economic growth, and alters the composi-
tion of government spending, often to the detriment of future economic growth’ 
(mauro 1997: 3–4). moreover, it is said to undermine ‘development by distorting 
the rule of law and weakening the institutional foundation on which economic 
growth depends’ (see World Bank Group, n.d. ‘anticorruption’). 

27. for the full set of data, see Internet Center for Corruption research at: 
http://www.icgg.org/corruption.cpi_2006.html.

28. the total Indonesian national budget for 2003 was rp 231 trillion. Repub-
lika Online 12 august 2004.

29. many observers have noted, however, that the World Bank was inclined 
for decades to ‘tolerate’ corruption in Indonesia prior to the asian economic Cri-
sis. dick (2002: 71) reminds us that the World Bank used to dismiss widespread 
soeharto-era corruption by euphemistically, and perhaps quaintly, referring to it as 
‘common local practices’. Wee (2002: 6) argues that the Bank believed the growth 
generated by the new order ‘outweighed any leakages from graft’, resulting in 
loans of about us$25 billion over thirty-two years, in spite of the clearly rapacious 
and predatory nature of the soeharto regime. the view is perhaps repeated today 
in mcLeod’s (n.d.) assessment that in spite of rampant corruption, the soeharto re-
gime remained ‘effective’—in the sense of doing what was needed to achieve eco-
nomic growth. 

30. this statement is attributed to Indria samego, a political scientist at the 
Indonesian Institute of sciences (LIpI) who was also a close adviser to the habibie 
government. see ‘autonomy Benefits officials, But not people’, The Jakarta Post, 
21 august 2002.

31. for more details, see World Bank Group, n.d. ‘anticorruption’ at: http://
www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/anticorrupt/index.cfm.

32. It should be pointed out that culturalist arguments about corruption have 
frequently been made (e.g. Co et al. 2007: 139), but they are clearly inadequate 
analytically (see dick 2002; hadiz 2004b). obviously, societies with very differ-
ent cultures around the world also suffer from the same chronic disease. Within 
the confines of southeast asia few would seriously suggest close affinities between 
classical Javanese culture and pre-colonial Visayan even if certain features of these 
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are alleged to persist into the modern era. at the same time, corruption in the post- 
authoritarian southeast asian context is not due primarily to the failure to design 
institutions that would facilitate the ascendance of market rationality. again the 
core problem lies in the nature of the interests that appropriate and ensconce them-
selves in the institutions of state power (and the market) following the fall of au-
thoritarian regimes. Lindsay’s reminder that anti-corruption campaigns are essen-
tially ideological as well as political in nature (Lindsey 2002: 19)—and so too, logi-
cally, is successful resistance to them—accords very well with this point of view. 

33. the thaksin government represented the interests of a section of the bour-
geoisie that survived the asian economic Crisis and then exerted its dominance over 
the state (see pasuk and Baker 2004; mcCargo and ukrist 2005; hewison 2006).

34. Interview with nakharin mektrairat, dean of the faculty of political sci-
ence, thamamasat university, 28 september 2006.

Chapter 2

1. for example, a workshop on ‘political transition and political Change in 
southeast asia’ was held by the singapore-based Institute for defence and strate-
gic studies, premised on the assumptions of the transitions literature, from 28–29 
august 2006.

2. even before the fall of soeharto, uhlin (1997) had invoked samuel hunting-
ton’s (1991) third Wave of democratisation thesis, a work that can hardly be rec-
onciled with his notorious ‘Clash of Civilisations’ (1996) thesis. uhlin concentrated 
on the activities and concerns of identified networks of pro-democracy actors in 
Indonesia, mostly based in Jakarta, paying particular attention to the diffusion of 
‘Western’ values, and ideas of rights and democracy. Jetschke (1999) had a similar 
concern for the diffusion of ideas and values and attributes democracy in the phil-
ippines to a deep and long process of westernization. 

3. see usaId (2005) at http://www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/cbj2005/ane/pdf/ 
497-007.pdf.

4. While many of the Communist party elements of the ancien regime also 
reinvented themselves both as democrats in post-communist eastern europe, the 
process is somewhat different in Indonesia. former east european communists 
have had to transform themselves not just into democrats but also into pro-capitalist 
market actors. this they did so successfully that in one observer’s (shelley 2001: 
247) summation, ‘the political losers of the soviet era were the financial winners 
of post-soviet russia’, giving rise to ‘a rare case in history in which the discredited 
elite of the old political system enhanced their financial power after the collapse 
of the system they had operated’. In Indonesia, capitalism has of course long been 
entrenched, and the issue is more about the persistence of the fundamentally preda-
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tory relations of power of the soeharto-era political economy, albeit within institu-
tional arrangements that are more decentralised and democratic. 

5. see retnosetyowati (2006) for a discussion of new order figures in cur-
rently powerful national positions.

6. see thayer Watkins (n.d.).
7. In russia too, former military men have played a key role in criminal organi-

sations that have thrived in the context of democratisation and decentralisation, 
leading to a virtual integration of crime into the state (e.g. shelley 2001: 249). one 
report suggests that up to half of the post–soviet russian economy is in some way 
connected to organised crime, which controls about 60 per cent of state enterprises 
and 50 to 85 per cent of banks (see members of the speaker’s advisory Group on 
russia 2000, chapter 7). armed with such resources, criminals have been able to 
buy election into local and national office (shelley 2001: 252). In China, too, lo-
cal politics have inspired the notion of ‘gangsterisation’ in rural villages, where 
officials regularly employ thugs to maintain order and collect taxes (Economist 15 
october 2005: 28–30).

8. the link between the middle class, modernisation and democracy is actu-
ally a subject with a long history and is perhaps best represented in its earliest 
forms in the work of the political sociologist seymour martin Lipset (1959). more 
recently, an apologia for this type of modernisation theory was offered by no less 
than francis fukuyama (1995: 21), the ‘prophet’ of the ‘end of history’ that was 
supposed to have occurred as the Iron Curtain fell in eastern europe. Concerned 
with confirming the wisdom of mainstream 1950s and 1960s modernisation the-
ory, he offers insights into the driving forces of democratisation in newly emerging 
market economies. he highlights the idea that in the ‘Chinese and thai cases, in 
particular, the leaders of the prodemocracy movements tended to be relatively well 
educated, “middle-class”, and cosmopolitan citizens’, in other words, ‘the type of 
individual that began to emerge during earlier periods of rapid economic growth’. 

nevertheless, many (including robison and Goodman 1996; hatori, funatsu and 
torii 2003) have pointed out that the values and political dispositions of the asian 
middle classes are substantially different than what was imagined by early moderni-
sation theorists, owing to the ‘late timing’ of their emergence and the economic and 
political contexts in which they took place. robison and Goodman, in particular, 
have argued that these middle classes have a far more ambiguous interest in free 
markets, democracy and human rights than, for example, their historical counter-
parts in the period in which europe was industrialising and later, democratising. 

9. hewison (2001: 6) notes the resurgence of modernisation theory in thai 
studies in the guise of social capital arguments. he cites a work that explains the 
thai economic crisis of 1997 as being the result of a lack of social capital among 
non-Chinese thais, as opposed to the abundance of it among their ethnic coun-
terparts. this explanation, which recalls the most culturally determinist of old-
fashioned modernisation theory, suggests that social capital is responsible for the 
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Chinese economic drive, and that the lack of it among thais in general made it 
difficult for state bureaucratic elites and technocrats to foster social change and 
adopt rational pro-market policies. according to this explanation, the economic 
crisis in thailand was essentially culturally rooted. 

10. for example, see sjahrir, republished in Chalmers and hadiz (eds.) 1997,  
p. 156.

11. on thai capitalism, capitalists and the state, see, for example, hewison 
(2006).

12. see chapter 4 in Chalmers and hadiz (1997).
13. a recent newspaper report discussed the longevity of the ortega clan of La 

union and their dominance there for over century, while discussing other endur-
ing clans in northern and Central Luzon (Philippine Daily Inquirer, 12 may 2007, 
pp. a1 and a22. 

14. see the essays, for example, in trocki (1998).
15. some of the basis for this is found in the preceding spanish period of colo-

nialism in the philippines.
16. that is, kabupaten.

Chapter 3

1. the immediate stimuli for thaksin’s sudden downfall were alleged irregulari-
ties in the sale of his company, shin Corp., to the singapore government’s temasek.

2. notably absent were the annihilated and outlawed pKI and the Indonesian 
socialist party, which was the vehicle of social democratic and liberal urban-based 
intellectuals that soekarno had forcibly closed down. absent too was the Islamic-
oriented masyumi party, which was also banned during the soekarno period. 

3. for example, rozy munir, a close Wahid confidante, was installed in the 
powerful position of minister of Investment and state enterprises (Kompas 29 april 
2000), replacing the pdI-p’s Laksamana sukardi.

4. this was stipulated under the legislation governing political parties and 
mass organizations passed in 1985 (Bourchier and hadiz 2003: 14).

5. pancasila is the Indonesian state ideology made up of the five principles of 
‘Belief in one God, humanitarianism, national unity, social Justice, and Consul-
tative democracy.’ originally formulated by soekarno, it was elevated to the realm 
of the near-sacred by soeharto. from the mid-1980s, all parties and social organi-
zations were forced to adopt pancasila as their ideological basis. this was part of 
the soeharto-era efforts to enforce strict controls over the political process. under 
soeharto’s interpretation of pancasila, opposition to the government was ideologi-
cally unacceptable as well as culturally unsuited to the Indonesian character, which 
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was supposed to privilege harmony and mutual co-operation. see Bourchier (1996) 
and hadiz (2004c).

6. Tempo Interaktif 3 may 2000; Kompas 18 april 2000. factory owners fre-
quently hired local military units in the past in this role.

7. as mentioned in Chapter 2, the problem presented itself as that of sustaining 
the political reality of the Indonesian nation-state, which suddenly appeared frag-
ile (Kingsbury 2003).this was the case after resource-rich provinces like east Ka-
limantan, riau, and Irian Jaya demanded in 2001 that the constitution be replaced 
to enshrine the federal system. this reportedly prompted mpr speaker amien 
rais to respond that federalism was ‘the golden bridge between centralism and 
separatism’, even though his own political party, pan, had in fact placed federal-
ism on its party platform in 1999 (Guerin 2002). But the prospects of Indonesia’s 
break up were probably greatly exaggerated.

8. from this point of view, the Indonesian case diverges from that of the phil-
ippines, where the decentralisation push of the late 1980s and early 1990s, while 
related to democratisation, had little to do directly with strong local demands 
outside such chronic ‘problem’ areas as mindanao and Cordillera. Interview with 
eduardo Gonzalez, former president of the development academy of the philip-
pines, Quezon City, 6 June 2006. In thailand, too, decentralisation was a project 
designed by domestic technocrats after the discrediting of military rule in 1992, 
but to which established local politicos quickly latched on to.

9. this is reformulated with additional comments from the synopsis of the law 
as provided by turner and podger (2003: 23–27).

10. Interview with t. rizal nurdin, governor of north sumatra, 7 July 2001.
11. In sidoarjo, the bupati was derisive about the intellectual capacities of mem-

bers of the legislature, many of whom, he said, did not have good educational back-
grounds, interview on 13 february 2003. the same argument is put forward by 
numerous local heads of government, including marin purba, then mayor of pe-
matang siantar, north sumatra, 7 september 2001.

12. for details, see World Bank (2003b). 
13. see unesCap, n. d., at http://www.unescap.org/huset/lgstudy/country/

thailand/thai.html.
14. Interview with Wuthisarn tanchai, King prajadhipok’s Institute and thai 

decentralisation Committee member, 26 september 2006.
15. Interview with Wuthisarn tanchai, King prajadhipok’s Institute and thai 

decentralisation Committee member, 26 september 2006.
16. see unesCap, n.d., at http://www.unescap.org/huset/lgstudy/country/

thailand/thai.html.
17. Interview with J. prospero de Vera III, senior Consultant, republic of the 

philippines senate, office of senator aquilino pimentel Jr, Quezon City, 5 June 
2006.
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18. Interview with Joel rocamora, executive director of Institute for popular 
democracy, Quezon City, 2 June 2006.

19. see singh (2007) on how some issues pertaining to regional inequalities 
have appeared in the discussion on decentralisation in China and India.

20. such was the timid nature of the thai associations that there was little re-
sponse when the military group that overthrew thaksin in 2006 banned their po-
litical activities (The Nation 26 september 2006).

21. for example, interview with Wien hendrarso, bupati of sidoarjo, east Java, 13 
february 2003. In this case, he complained about authority over land registration.

22. Interview with mohammad Idham samawi, Bupati of Bantul, 12 december 
2000.

Chapter 4

1. yogyakarta was, for a brief period, the capital city of fledgling independent 
Indonesia during the republican struggle against the dutch in the 1940s.

2. arguably, these are the main questions that would or should accompany an 
examination of the salience of local politics anywhere. see, for example, Kerkvliet 
(2004: 2) on post-doi moi Vietnam.

3. Interestingly, examining parliamentary bodies following the pdI-p victory 
over Golkar in 1999, shiraishi (2003) suggests that pdI-p local parliamentarians, 
nevertheless, were generally younger than Golkar ones. this did not seem to af-
fect their political and organisational background.

4. see City population, ‘Indonesia’, at http://www.citypopulation.de/Indonesia 
.html for details on these population figures.

5. Interview with rusdiansyah, surabaya, July 2003.
6. Compiled from official data and provided by elfenda ananda.
7. see the results as tabulated by the Indonesian electoral Commission, at 

http://www.kpu.go.id.
8. data from Surya daily, 26 october 2002.
9. see the results as tabulated by the Indonesian electoral Commission, at 

http://www.kpu.go.id.
10. for example, I was intrigued to find that former members of the hard-line 

radical student-based organization, the prd, were acting as field operators and 
advisers of several local politicos in north sumatra during election period. their 
contribution to the campaigns, waged by mostly bureaucrats and entrepreneurs, 
ranged from conceptualising campaign platforms and strategy, all the way to mo-
bilising people to attend rallies.

11. Interview with Vincent Wijaya, medan businessman, 13 June 2005.
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12. Interview with seno prabowo, then pdI-p parliamentarian in Gresik, east 
Java, 18 december 2002.

13. Congressional, senatorial and local governmental polls held in may 2007 in 
the philippines resulted in over 100 cases of murders officially deemed related to 
election issues (The Philippine Star, 11 may 2007, pp. 4 and 8). these political mur-
ders followed a longer period in which Leftists, critical journalists or nGo activists 
were also killed (or disappeared) in the hundreds (tolentino and raymundo 2006). 

14. the soekarno-era Indonesian nationalist party (pnI) and its descendents, 
the new order-era pdI and now, former president megawati soekarnoputri’s 
pdI-p, have been their traditional vehicles.

15. see for a comparison, nijehhuis (2003), who in a study of the effects of de-
centralisation on political conflicts in a village in mali suggests that political po-
larisation has resulted there, but that migrants who had settled in the village are 
now the main victims of the struggle.

16. other analysts might include religious notables in this list of salient local 
elites, given the sometimes blatant deployment of religious sentiment and symbolism 
in electoral contests. Local religious leaders, often linked to nationally-organised 
religious associations such as the nu, or its rival, the muhammadiyah, are fre-
quently called upon by candidates for electoral office to bolster their legitimacy and 
standing in the community. Interview with t. Indra Bungsu, candidate for mayor 
of Binjai, north sumatra, 15 June 2005. others have tossed their hats into the ring 
and latched on more strongly to specific coalitions of power as expressed by local 
political party vehicles. these and similar kinds of observations often surfaced in 
interviews in discussions with local political actors in north sumatra and east Java.

17. Interviews with akhyar nasution and o. K. azhari, both members of  
the medan parliament for the pdI-p, on 15 december and 20 december 2003, 
respectively.

18. Interview with Isman, then surabaya member of parliament, 15 July 2003. 
he was a former leading figure in the local pdI-p, but lost out in a particularly vi-
cious internal party squabble involving the positions of mayor of surabaya and the 
party leadership in the city. the significance of this conflict will be discussed later.

19. Interview, 9 december 2000. riyadi Gunawan, in fact, had an interest-
ingly rich family background—his father was active in the soekarnoist pnI, and 
his mother was active in its women’s branch and hailed from a family of minor 
colonial-era bureaucrats. the grandson of a kyai—founder of a muslim board-
ing school—he could count among his uncles and other relatives, noted activists 
of such organisations as the nu, pnI, muhammadiyah and masyumi. he also 
claimed that one such uncle was a founder of the masyumi.

20. Interview, 7 september 2001.
21. Interview, 16 July 2002.
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22. although discrimination against Indonesia’s ethnic Chinese minority  
has been reduced through legal reforms since the fall of soeharto, its members 
remain vulnerable to political extortion. In medan, for example, ethnic Chinese 
entrepreneurs made the rare public announcement that they were being forced to 
contribute to the campaign funds of major political parties that were gearing up 
for the 2004 national and local parliamentary elections (Jakarta Post 31 July 2003).

23. Interviews respectively on 8 september 2001 and 6 July 2001. Bakrie was 
to be appointed Coordinating minister of the economy under the Bambang yud-
hoyono presidency in 2004, and he subsequently became Coordinating minister of 
social Welfare. his family owns the giant and diversified Bakrie conglomerate.

24. see ‘mengubah dprd sumut Jadi ring tinju’, Parliament Watch, January 
2000, pp. 4–5.

25. Interview with rinto andriyono, Institute of economic and development 
analysis, based in yogyakarta, 17 december 2002.

26. Interviews, respectively on 7 september 2001 and 7 July 2001. following 
my interview with him, the bupati of deli serdang was scheduled to meet a group 
of potential Japanese investors.

27. pt Bosowa is owned by aksa mahmud, brother-in-law of Jusuf Kalla and 
a prominent businessman from south sulawesi, Kalla’s main base of power. aksa 
mahmud is also a national politician. 

28. Both views are represented in numerous interviews with local political fig-
ures in north sumatra and east Java.

29. Interview, 17 June 2005. 
30. Interview, 13 february 2003.
31. Written interview with rudolf pardede, July 2002.
32. Interview, 11 february 2002.
33. Information provided by fItra, medan, 7 July 2005.
34. Interview, 15 June 2005.
35. Interview, 15 June 2005.
36. Interview, 14 June 2005.
37. for a detailed look on the role of the jawara, and their alliance with Golkar, 

in serang, Banten, see alamsyah (2007).
38. Interview with soekirman, 14 June 2005.
39. minister of finance yusuf anwar estimates that the tax could be worth up 

to rp 30 trillion nationally. see ‘negara rugi rp 150 miliar akibat Cukai rokok 
palsu’, Tempo Interaktif, 5 march 2005.

40. Interview, 16 december 2002.
41. Interview, 12 december 2000.
42. Interview, 10 december 2000.
43. this is the case nationally as well. It is claimed that thirteen cabinet minis-

ters in 2005 were formerly businesspeople. see hendardi (2005).
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44. Interview with abdul Gani sitepu, 15 June 2005, in which he concurred 
that local elections in 2005 were likely to cost candidates three to five times more 
than it did five years earlier.

45. Interview, 8 september 2001.
46. Interview with sotar nasution, 3 september 2001.
47. Interview on 13 July 2003 with Jalil Latuconsina, political, business and 

press figure in surabaya, with long-time links to a number of ‘youth’ organiza-
tions. he had made a quickly aborted entry into the gubernatorial contest in east 
Java in 2003.

48. Interview 9 december 2000.
49. Interview 9 december 2000.
50. Interview with marlon purba, former pdI-p parliamentarian in north su-

matra and former head of the pdI-p militia in the province, 19 July 2002.
51. Interview with marlon purba, 19 July 2002; and with o. K. azhari, medan 

parliamentarian for the pdI-p, 5 July 2001.
52. Interview 5 september 2001.
53. see Lsm mail archive ‘KKn Bupati Langkat-sumut (Kisah nyata)’, at 

http://www.mail-archive.com/lsm@terranet.or.id/msg00055.html.
54. nevertheless, with relatively minor interests in the press industry, masduki 

does not appear to have the personal material resources comparable to his north 
sumatran counterparts and claims to be dependent on party allocation of funds to 
finance the operations of his satgas. Interview, 19 July 2003.

55. Interview with agus muslim, pemuda pancasila secretary in surabaya, July 
2003.

Chapter 5

1. Interview with akhyar nasution, member of medan parliament for the pdI-p, 
15 december 2003. references to a lucrative elections ‘industry’ were also made by 
local businesspeople in Labuhan Batu, north sumatra, haji masulung and haji a. 
silitonga. Interview, 11 July 2005. Included in this industry are activities such as pro-
ducing t-shirts, banners, pamphlets, ‘souvenirs’ and various other goods.

2. Interview with ahmad amin Lubis, businessman and brother of a candidate 
for deputy bupati of serdang Bedagai, 14 June 2005.

3. the idea was supported by a decision made by the Constitutional Court in 
2007. however, the decision did not clarify what the criteria of individual eligibil-
ity would be (see sCtV, at http://www.liputan6.com 23 July 2007).

4. Interview with marin purba, 7 september 2001.
5. Interview with amran y. s., a veteran pemuda pancasila leader in north 

sumatra and member of the north sumatra parliament for pan (the national 
mandate party), 4 July 2001.
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6. It should be noted, however, that the local medan publication, Edison, fur-
nished evidence that at least some of these parliamentarians were in fact paid a 
more substantial sum of rp 125 million. It did so by actually reproducing the 
receipts the parliamentarians were supposed to have signed upon accepting the 
money! see Edison, 24–31 may 2000, pp. 3 and 11. It should also be noted that ab-
dillah’s opposing camp was not beyond similar tactics. ridwan Batubara’s brother, 
the businessman yopie Batubara and then head of the north sumatra Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry, claims to have also bribed the same parliamentarians and 
was in possession of the receipts to prove it. Interview, 8 september 2001.

7. Interview with akhyar nasution, member of medan parliament for the pdI-p, 
15 december 2003; and doni arsal Gultom, ousted former leader of the pdI-p me-
dan branch, 16 december 2003.

8. see, for example, Perjuangan, 18 march 2000.
9. personal communication, 19 december 2003, and interview, 6 July 2001, 

martius Latuperisa. also see the chronology of events provided in ‘Kronologis 
Kasus money politics pemilihan Walikota medan’, sumatera Corruption Watch, 
n.d. here, it is noted that fourteen of the sixteen pdI-p parliamentarians were, af-
ter ridwan Batubara’s defeat, held against their will in parliament house by other 
pdI-p members who were furious with the result and demanded an explanation. 
on this occasion, they reportedly admitted that they had been bribed.

10. Interview with John andreas purba, pdI-p member of Karo sub-provincial 
parliament (with a background in the KnpI), 6 July 2001. on the fire, see ‘selamat 
pagi pembakar’, Otonom, 13–21 december 2000, p. 8.

11. this was, for example, alleged in ‘momentum show of force rudolf’, Oto-
nom, 22–29 november 2000, p. 13.

12. this is an estimate given by two members of his ‘success team’, medan 
parliamentarian yunus rasyid, interview 16 June 2005; and hendra d. s., medan 
parliamentarian from the pancasila patriot party and a leader of the local pemuda 
pancasila.

13. maulana pohan estimated that he only had about one-tenth of the financial 
resources available to abdillah, though it must be noted that he had an interest in 
portraying himself as the underdog.

14. I attended a meeting of local pdI-p cadres and the pohan-sigit team (13 
June 2005), in which purba played a prominent role.

15. Interviews on 19 July 2002 and 15 december 2003. It should be noted that 
purba denies involvement in the lucrative trade in illegal firearms, which is alleged 
to involve the military and police forces.

16. Interview with darma Loebis and Bambang soed, the north sumatra al-
liance of Journalists, 16 June 2005. during fieldwork, I observed that the medan 
station of the metro tV network—owned by new order-nurtured businessman 
surya paloh—was running a half-hour programme every evening lavishing praise 
on the successes of the abdillah administration and reporting on his daily activi-
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ties. major newspapers in the city, such as Waspada and Medan Bisnis, were also 
running news articles that were heavily tilted in favour of abdillah and cast him in 
a favourable light.

17. In relation to the media, abdillah’s alleged actions do not depart from simi-
lar developments seen in many post-authoritarian or post-totalitarian situations. 
outside of southeast asia, oates (2001: 261–262) notes in the case of russia, for 
example, that politicians often buy ‘secret advertising’ in the print and electronic 
media and regularly offer bribes to journalists during electoral contests.

18. Interviews with nanang s., pdI-p parliamentarian for surabaya and a sup-
porter of the mayor within the party, 16 december 2002 and 14 July 2003.

19. Cak narto held the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the Indonesian army’s 
special forces, the Koppasus (nurhasim 2005: 104).

20. Interview with nanang s., pdI-p parliamentarian for surabaya, 16 de-
cember 2002 and 14 July 2003. 

21. Interview with Bedjo, head of the surabaya pdI-p paramilitary force, 16 
July 2003. 

22. Interview with tito Widji prijadi, east Java pdI-p satgas, 20 december 
2002.

23. some of the observations were raised as well in hadiz 2004b.
24. Interview with Gatot sutantra, a veteran local leader of a number of new 

order-cultivated ‘youth’ organizations, 18 July 2003.
25. I observed this during fieldwork in surabaya/east Java in July 2003. In the 

medan case, fKppI and other goons were supposed to have threatened local par-
liamentarians with physical violence.

26. Interview with m. Jakfar shodig, deputy head of the local Banser, 18 July 
2003.

27. Interview with Gatot sutantra, a veteran local leader of a number of new 
order-cultivated ‘youth’ organization, 18 July 2003. also see ‘madu di Balik Kursi 
Gubernur’, Sapujagat, 1–15 april 2003, p. 3; and Jawa Pos 17 July 2003, p. 26; as well 
as ali aspandi, ‘siapakah Gubernur Jatim 2003–2008’, Surya 25 november 2002, 
p. 21.

28. Interview with Lutfilah masduki, east Java provincial member of parlia-
ment for the pKB and head of the east Java pKB paramilitary force.

29. Interview with Lutfilah masduki, member of the east Java parliament and 
head of the pKB satgas, 19 July 2003.

30. Initially, there were moves to put forward a party man as candidate, most 
prominently saifullah yusuf, the pKB secretary general who was often at odds 
with former president Wahid. Interview with Lutfilah masduki, who supported 
Kahfi in the internal conflict, 19 July 2003.

31. the pdI-p policy of backing incumbents and generals for top regional and 
local positions was epitomised by its backing of General sutiyoso as governor of 
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Jakarta in 2002, even though the latter, as Jakarta military commander in 1996, 
was partly responsible for the brutal attack on then opposition leader megawati’s 
supporters at the party headquarters. 

32. Interview with usaha Ginting, head of the pdI-p branch in medan, 19 de-
cember 2003.

33. Interview with amran y. s., 4 July 2001. also see ryter (2002) for a detailed 
historical study.

34. Interview with martius Latuperisa, 6 July 2001.
35. personal communication, martius Latuperisa, medan member of parlia-

ment, 19 december 2003. It is rumoured that the failure was due to the objections 
of abdurrahman Wahid. Latuperisa takes great pride in the fact that as the son of 
a mere corporal, he was able to order around the sons of officers in the fKppI.

36. personal communication, martius Latuperisa, medan member of parlia-
ment, 19 december 2003.

37. Literally, ‘elder Brother olo’.
38. also, interview with topan damanik, north sumatran academic, 17 July 

2002.
39. Interview with usaha Ginting, 19 december 2003.
40. Interview with doni arsal Gultom, 16 december 2003. this claim was ve-

hemently rejected by ramses simbolon, a top aide of rudolf pardede in an interview 
on 17 december 2003. Ginting himself claims that he also rejected pardede’s attempt 
to place cronies in the medan party leadership; interview on 19 december 2003. 

41. purba, also the former head of the pdI-p faction in the north sumatran 
parliament, had since departed from the pdI-p and joined a smaller party espous-
ing a form of soekarnoist ideology. Interview 15 december 2003. 

42. one such mass mobilization, involving sections of the urban poor, took 
place on 15 december 2003. ramses simbolon, a key lieutenant of rudolf pardede, 
denied that his camp was behind the action, though this was the widely-held view 
among local politicos. Interview, 17 december 2003.

43. Interview with haji enteng, 10 July 2005. 
44. Interview with agus muslim, east Java pemuda pancasila secretary, 16 July 

2003. also see ‘partai patriot pancasila Bisa Jadi pilihan’, Sapujagat, 1–15 July 2003, 
p. 12. 

45. Interview with J. anto, media activist, medan, 17 July 2002; interview with 
Jalil Latuconsina, publisher, Sapujagat, surabaya, 13 July 2003. he is also linked to 
‘youth’ and business associations in the city.

46. Interview with topan damanik, 17 July 2002.
47. the Betawi people have long felt that they have been marginalised in ‘their 

own city’—left behind by the process of modernisation and the wealth created for 
others.

48. personal communication, agus muslim, east Java pemuda pancasila secre-
tary, 16 July 2003. 
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49. personal communication, dede oetomo, lecturer at the faculty of social 
and political sciences, airlangga university, yogyakarta, 17 July 2003.

50. Interview with Kusen dimyati, pagar nusa chief in tamaksari, surabaya,  
6 february 2003. the name of the organization evokes a sense of a protective fence 
around the islands of Indonesia, thus the Pagar Nusa is a protector of the Indone-
sian archipelago.

51. Key among these is syukri fadholi, a former himpunan mahasiswa Islam, 
or Islamic students’ association (hmI), activist, and once head of the ppp faction 
in the yogyakarta provincial parliament. he was later to be elected deputy mayor 
of the city of yogyakarta. Interview 15 december 2000.

52. as pointed out by tengku erry nuradi. Interview, 14 June 2005.
53. this observation contrasts with that put forward by Wilson (2006: 290), 

who quotes an unnamed political gangster as suggesting that smaller scale elec-
tions allow greater opportunities for victories won by intimidation.

54. Interview with Zainal abidin, secretary general of the IpK in medan, 18 
June 2005.

55. Interview with sahat simatupang, IpK member, 18 June 2005. It should 
be noted that members of such organisations are traditionally recruited from In-
donesia’s masses of urban poor. this would be the case in spite of Zainal abidin’s 
claim that large numbers of intellectuals and people in middle-class professions 
now make up the membership of the IpK. Interview, 18 June 2005.

Chapter 6

1. Interviews and discussions with workers and labour activists in medan/
north sumatra, 8 July 2001 and 18, 20 and 21 July 2002.

2. the use of hoodlums to deter workers is denied by the spsI leadership in 
north sumatra. discussion, 19 July 2002.

3. still, there have sometimes been exceptions to this rule. In 2006, worker pro-
tests in Jakarta in particular, organised to mark International Labour day, were 
successful in pressuring the government of president susilo Bambang yudhoyono 
to delay the implementation of labour law ‘reforms’ that would have made the po-
sition of workers in companies even more precarious because of new stipulations 
about dismissals and short-term contracts favourable to employers. 

4. Interview with eggi sudjana, founder of ppmI, 20 november 1998.
5. see a critique of this idea by Batam Island-based trade unionist thamrin 

mosii (2006).
6. Interview with Budi dewantoro, Justice party member of yogyakarta leg-

islature, 13 december 2000. the party later became the Justice and prosperity 
party (pKs).
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7. Interview, 9 may 1994. 
8. Interview with Budi setyagraha, yogyakarta provincial parliamentarian 

from pan, on 10 december 2000.
9. Interview with elvi rahmita Ginting, medan parliamentarian and a local 

pemuda pancasila women’s section leader, 6 July 2001.
10. Interview, 6 July 2001. 
11. Interview, 19 July 2003. 
12. Interview, 18 July 2003. the factory in question was the new era shoe fac-

tory on the outskirts of surabaya. It should be noted that Jakfar initially denied 
that this had happened until he later stated that Banser personnel allegedly in-
volved were being investigated.

13. Interview. 18 July 2002. 
14. aware of problems such as these, there was some debate within the labour 

activist community for a short while in the immediate aftermath of soeharto’s fall 
about the need for labour parties. In a bizarre twist of events, it was the new order-
sponsored trade union, the fspsI, or figures associated with it, that took the ini-
tiative by forming the Indonesian Workers party (ppI) a day prior to soeharto’s 
resignation on 21 may 1998. another labour party, the so-called spsI party, was 
later formed by a different group within the union, while long-time non-state la-
bour activist muchtar pakpahan established his own national Labour party (pBn). 
In addition, the Labour solidarity party (psp) was formed with alleged financial 
assistance from a leading member of the soeharto family. muhammad Jumhur  
hidayat—a former student activist turned late new order-era political operator—
at one time also expressed the aspiration of eventually forming a labour party on 
the basis of his fledgling GaspermIndo. nonetheless, all of the parties were 
unsuccessful in making a dent on Indonesia’s electoral contests (see ford 2005, at 
http://airaanz.econ.usyd.edu.au/papers/ford.pdf). they failed to win any seats in 
national or local parliaments in 1999 and were even a lesser presence in the 2004 
legislative elections.

Given the absence of a real labour party, and the array of labour organisations 
in existence, no single labour organisation today has the clout to ‘bargain’ on be-
half of workers in relation to other social forces.

15. Interview with Indonesian political scientist syamsuddin haris in Suara 
Karya, 29 June 2006.

16. Various interviews, including with the camat of tebing tinggi and pantai 
Cermin, and the secretary for the camat in Binjai, all in north sumatra; the lurah 
of sei Kera, in medan; with the head of ‘Kesbanglinmas’ or office of public secu-
rity, serdang Bedagai, north sumatra—all in June 2005.

17. statements made at a seminar on the 2004 elections in Indonesia organised 
by nGos in north sumatra, 22 July 2002. 

18. ufen (2006), for example, notes how political parties in Indonesia are com-
ing to resemble those in the philippines in their character.
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19. It is too early to definitively state what the real effect of the court ruling 
might be. It could be the case that some local bigwigs who have enough personal 
resources and networks will seek to by-pass parties and spend more money, for 
example, on direct vote-buying—a situation which would again dishearten the 
nGos. however, political parties would have an interest in keeping the criteria 
for eligibility of independent candidates in the future at a fairly high level to main-
tain their relevance and grip on power. see Antaranews 17 november 2007.

20. Interview with sahat simatupang, IpK member, medan, 18 June 2005; 
hendra d. s., pancasila patriot party and pemuda pancasila official, medan, 16 
June 2005.

21. Interview with hendra d. s., pancasila patriot party and pemuda pancasila 
official, medan, 16 June 2005.

22. according to a local electoral commission member in Binjai, his office was 
initially pressured to delay the poll. Kompas 28 June 2005.

23. Interview with professor somkhit Lertpaithoon, vice-rector of thammasat 
university and a member of the 1997 Constitution drafting assembly as well as 
decentralisation Committee, Bangkok, 28 september 2006.

Conclusion

1. of course, authors on market-preserving federalism (e.g. Qian and Weingast 
1996) tend to emphasise the idea that these differences spur healthy competition 
between regions to do well economically.

2. Communications with Luky djani, Indonesian Corruption Watch, march 
2006.

3. the re-centralisation effort was helped by ‘deceleration of southeast asia’s 
globalisation’ due to the asian economic crisis, which had slowed ‘the explosion of 
real estate values and government infrastructure investment that secured the con-
ditions for the rise of local political bosses’ in thailand (shatkin 2003: 31).

4. Interviews with J. prospero de Vera, senior consultant, office of senator 
aquilino pimentel, Jr., Quezon City, 5 June 2006; and with professor eduardo 
Gonzalez, former president of the development academy of the philippines, Que-
zon City, 6 June 2006.

5. this essentially reflected conflict between the centre and regions about 
the distribution of wealth. of course, many such conflicts have been expressed in 
ethno-nationalist (or religious terms), as has been the case in Indonesia in the post-
soeharto years. as Wee (2005) argues, however, ethno-nationalist or religiously 
expressed local discontent will commonly have a strong material basis. In the case 
of russia, where the issue of Chechen separatism is notable, hughes (2001: 135) 
has observed that distributive issues had helped to foster regionalist and separatist 
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sentiment, especially where there has been long-standing resentment over modes 
of revenue sharing. he also notes (2001: 134) that the ‘single most important com-
mon factor among the four most “secessionist” or autonomy-seeking republics . . . 
is that they all have significant economic resource endowments’. 

6. Indeed, Indonesia ranked a lowly 135 out of 175 countries surveyed in the 
World Bank’s 2007 doing Business report (Jakarta Post 6 november 2006).
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