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                                                                Abstract:  

This article seeks to situate the current political polity of post-reformasi Indonesia by arguing 

against reform optimists and reform skeptics. It argues that necessity had given rise to wide-

spread reforms within Indonesia. However, as a “politics-as-usual” atmosphere re-dominated 

the political landscape, the pace of reform was not as qualitatively comprehensive, its scope 

and variety decreased. Nonetheless, earlier necessity-driven reforms had set in place the 

bulwark of immutable change within Indonesia’s political landscape that makes re-

centralization, or rather a reversion to New Order authoritarianism quite impractical. 

 

Key words: Reform, Necessity, Politics-as-usual, Democratization, Decentralization 

           

  Título en Castellano: La necesidad como fuerza de cambio: Contradecir a los optimistas de 

la reforma y a los escépticos reformistas de la Indonesia contemporánea 

 

                                                                   Resumen: 

Este artículo trata de situar la política actual “post-reformasi” de Indonesia discutiendo los 

argumentos de los optimistas de las reformas y de los escépticos de la reforma. El artículo 

explica que la necesidad había dado lugar a reformas de gran difusión en Indonesia. Sin 

embargo, la atmósfera de la política de “la misma política de siempre” volvió a dominar el 

panorama politico y el ritmo de la reforma no llegó a ser tan cualitativamente exhaustivo y su 

alcance y variedad perdió fuerza. No obstante, las anteriores reformas impulsadas por la 

necesidad habían acabado estableciendo un baluarte del cambio inmutable dentro del 

panorama político de Indonesia que hace que la recentralización o, más bien, una reversión 

del autoritarismo del Nuevo Orden sea bastante poco factible. 
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1.Introduction 

A common theme that had continuously dogged and divided political scientists and 

Indonesianists ever since the fall of Suharto’s New Order was over the idea of how to 

characterize the new polity in Indonesia now known as the post-Reformasi state. Indonesia had 

democratized and decentralized since Suharto’s New Order, however it was not without its 

recurring defects and lapses. As reforms progressed from the procedural to the consolidation 

phase, many terms have been marshaled in an attempt to capture and explain the nature of 

democratization in Indonesia at a particular point in time. These include ‘hybrid regime’, 

‘collusive democracy’, ‘patrimonial democracy’ and ‘patronage democracy’. 3  While these 

terms did allude to the dysfunctional state of democratic reforms along a kind of progression, 

it was also frustrating as the post-Reformasi state in transition at times appeared to dither and 

falter between an idealized liberal democracy on one end and recidivism towards a semi-

centralized authoritarianism on the other.  

Pioneering arguments seeking to explain the apparent gains in democratic progression 

early in the debates rested on the initial efforts of a bottom-up grassroots and civil society that 

provided for its momentum.4 Shortly after the fall of Suharto, spurred by the collective public 

ire of KKN practices (Korupsi, Kolusi dan Nepotisme: Corruption, Collusion and Nepotism) 

systematic democratization took place almost immediately accompanied by an ambitious and 

expeditious decentralization process. With much promise at the start, it seemed imminent that 

Indonesia was perhaps on track towards a complete transformation of its political landscape. 

Nonetheless as reforms began to lose steam, it began to augur well for an opposing viewpoint 

– one that stressed entrenched patrimonial culture, oligarchic legacies and predatory tendencies 

as classic inhibitors of change.5 Less than a decade into the post-reform era, oligarchs and major 

political parties seemed to have taken over the reform progress. 

Reform optimists (Edward Aspinall, Marcus Mietzner) were the first to point out the 

astonishing progress made on democratization and decentralization since its advent in 

Indonesia, including its close brush with democratic spoilers.6 Recent trends also gave enough 

credence to their thesis with the rise of Joko Widodo (Jokowi), a non-elite former furniture 

businessman, as Indonesia’s seventh president. 7  Reform skeptics (Richard Robison, Vedi 

Hadiz, Jeffrey Winters) however were pointedly suspicious of the contingent nature of reforms 

thereafter, rightly pointing out that further reforms had been quite consistently stymied by 

vested interests and patronage. They maintained that Indonesia did not change in substance but 

in form. This can be seen most distinctly in the reappearance of New Order figures and oligarchs 

                                                           
3 Diamond, Larry: “Thinking about Hybrid Regimes”, Journal of Democracy, vol. 13, nº 2 (2002), pp. 21-35; 

Slater, Dan: “Indonesia’s Accountability Trap: Party Cartels and Presidential Power after Democratic 

Transition”, Indonesia, vol. 78 (2004), pp. 61-92; Webber, Douglas: “A Consolidated Patrimonial Democracy? 

Democratization in Post-Suharto Indonesia”, Democratization, vol. 13 (July 2006), pp. 396-420; Van Klinken, 

Gerry: “Patronage Democracy in Provincial Indonesia” in Olle Tornquist, Neil Webster and Kristian Stokke 

(eds.) (2009): Rethinking Popular Representation, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 141-159; Aspinall, 

Edward: “The Irony of Success”, Journal of Democracy, vol. 21, nº 2 (April 2010), pp. 20-34. 
4 Aspinall, Edward (2005): Opposing Suharto: Compromise, Resistance and Regime Change in Indonesia, 

California, Stanford University Press; Aspinall, Edward: “Popular Agency and Interests in Indonesia’s 

Democratic Transition and Consolidation”, Indonesia, nº 96, Special Issue: Wealth, Power, and Contemporary 

Indonesian Politics (October 2013), pp. 101-121. 
5 Robison, Richard and Hadiz, Vedi R. (2004): Reorganizing Power in Indonesia: The Politics of Oligarchy in 

an Age of Markets, London, RoutledgeCurzon; Hadiz, Vedi: “Reorganizing political power in Indonesia: A 

ireconsideration of so-called 'democratic transitions”, The Pacific Review, vol. 16, issue 4 (2011), pp. 591-611; 

Winters, Jeffrey (2011): Oligarchy, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press; Winters, Jeffrey: “Oligarchy and 

Democracy in Indonesia”, Indonesia, vol. 96, (October 2013), pp. 11-33. 
6 Aspinall (2010), op.cit. 
7 Mietzner, Marcus: “Jokowi: Rise of a polite populist”, Inside Indonesia, edition 116: April-June 2015. 
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as stakeholders, not to mention the continuance and rejuvenation of strong clientelist tendencies 

found at the provincial (kebupaten), regional (kecamatan) and district (bupati) levels.8 Recent 

developments also showed these forces had continued to prevail at the highest echelons of 

governance, seen in the various ministerial appointments in which the Jokowi administration is 

beholden to.9  Indeed perceptions of Indonesia’s reform process had been quite poignantly 

described as a vacillating “two steps forward, one step back”.10 

While arguments originating from reform optimists and reform skeptics attempt to 

explain what the current post-reform state of Indonesia is; this paper absolves to answer why 

both conflicting conceptions arise and how they can coexist. Borrowing from the Machiavellian 

concept of necessità or necessity, this paper argues that Indonesia’s path to democracy was 

neither intentional nor responsive to external vitiating forces, but one that is necessitated by a 

state of precariousness then mounded by its lack thereof. Reforms followed a trajectory that 

corresponded, not necessarily chronologically, at different stages that represented either a 

‘crisis-ridden’ mode or a ‘politics-as-usual’ scenario.11 In a ‘crisis-ridden’ situation necessity 

prevailed as a catalyst and fuel in driving political change. On the other hand, the gradual recede 

into a ‘politics-as-usual’ circumstance as necessity diminishes allowed private opportunism 

(cartelization) and elite competition (oligarchy) to take precedence over collective public 

interests.  

Necessity unfortunately lasts but for a short time although the parameters it established 

consequently acted as reliable checks against violations derived from the vagaries of political 

delinquency. On the other hand, ideological legacies and old powers derived from the New 

Order have proven resilient to change and are wont to reemerge intermittently especially during 

the latter period of Indonesia’s democratic transition. History has shown that oligarchs have 

and can coexist with democracy. Thus while necessity did its part in partially reorganizing 

Indonesia’s landscape politically, it could not succeed in altering it completely.  

While a ‘politics-as-usual’ situation in post-Reform Indonesia is unavoidable and 

inevitable, its discontents have not shaken the fundamental premise behind reforms. Thus 

alarmist concerns directed towards cartelized or oligarchic tendencies in a ‘politics-as-usual’ 

environment are misplaced when it comes to threats posed against reforms. A greater concern 

however would be the gradual rise of authoritarian tendencies that seeks to bypass 

democratization and decentralization limits placed earlier. Thus the final part of this paper 

contends with factors driving the rise of a reassertion of the state in contemporary post-Reform 

Indonesia (or the chances of whether a stable democracy can possibly revert to 

authoritarianism) in context of reforms foundering or staying true to its course.  

                                                           
8 Chehabi and Linz postulates that “if the sultanistic regime is replaced by a democracy, chances are this 

democracy will display strong clientelist tendencies, with the democratically elected leaders using the resources 

of their office to build nationwide patron-client relationships”. See also Aspinall, Edward: “Jokowi fails his first 

test”, New Mandala, 27 October 2014; Mietzner, Marcus: “Dysfunction by Design: Political Finance and 

Corruption in Indonesia”, Critical Asian Studies, vol. 47, issue 4 (October 2015), pp. 587-610. 
9 Aspinall, Edward: “Parliament and Patronage”, Journal of Democracy, vol. 25, nº 4 (October 2014), pp. 96-

110; Sebastian, Leonard, Chen, Jonathan and Priamarizki, Adhi (2014): “Indonesia Beyond Reformasi: 

Necessity and the ‘De-centering’ of Democracy”, Maryland Series in Contemporary Asian Studies, nº 3, 2014 

(218). 
10 Kingsbury, Damien. “Two steps forward, one step back: Indonesia’s arduous path of reform”, Australian 

Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), January 2012. 
11 ‘Politics-as-usual’ and ‘crisis-ridden’ reforms are inherently dissimilar in their scope and urgency. The latter is 

greater in scope and urgency than the former. As for the former, bureaucratic and narrow clientelistic 

relationships are more salient. Crouch, Harold (2010): “Reform in Indonesia after Soeharto”, Institute of 

Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore. 
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In summary, this article proceeds in four sections. The first section seeks to elucidate the 

theoretical reasons for utilizing necessity for its explanatory value both immediately after the 

fall of Suharto and later developments under the new post-reform state. The second and third 

sections intends to highlight specific features whereby necessity has intervened for the better 

and where non-necessity has resulted in lapses. The last section seeks to contend with the idea 

of necessity seen as a cyclic process and addresses the possibility of a reversion to centralization 

and authoritarianism. 

2. The window of opportunity for reform 

The ebb and flow of the fabled ‘third wave of democracy’12 that occurred in the Asia-Pacific 

region earlier had little or no effect on New Order Indonesia, at least without the impetus 

derived from a total collapse of the Indonesian economy built on principles of 

developmentalism (pembangunan). By the late 1980s, authoritarian regimes were gradually 

replaced with democracies beginning with Thailand in 1982, the Philippines in 1986 and South 

Korea in 1987. Indonesia’s credentialed and internalized leanings towards authoritarianism 

looked set in stone as Suharto, having then eliminated most of his enemies, sought to 

consolidate Indonesia holistically via a corporatist, integralist state with Pancasila as the state’s 

definitive ideology.13 Nonetheless a decade later Indonesia surprisingly succumbed as the lone 

democratic domino in Asia. Why had Indonesia, a passive observer to the flowering of 

democracies in the Asia Pacific region in the 1980s not succumb earlier? The answer would lie 

in what had taken place in 1998 in relation to the years before. 

Internally, the late New Order Indonesia was in a grip of ‘Indonesianizing Indonesia’ in 

the realm of ideas14 in its bid to fend off alien ideologies (namely leftist, Muslim and liberal) 

deemed subversive to its own conception of indigeneous rule since the 1980s. Pancasila had 

been installed as an all-compassing, ‘pure Indonesian’ state ideology increasingly utilized as a 

blunt instrument of containment and functionalism. All these came to a halt momentarily when 

the financial catastrophe of 1997 struck. As the foundations of Suharto’s authoritarian state 

were visibly shaken it increasingly became necessary to accommodate both national and 

international demands for reforms. This became even more apparent quickly under Habibie, an 

unpopular leader himself, who took over the reins from Suharto in late 1998. Not reputed to be 

a democrat, he was forced by impinging circumstances to opt for democratization and 

decentralization under huge political duress resulting from a legitimacy problem. By then, the 

‘third wave of democracy’ had already died down. This period ironically marked by the 

beginning of a significant regression in democracy worldwide.15  Hence, Indonesia’s rapid 

democratization in a period in which democratization worldwide had stagnated and regressed 

remains a somewhat of an oddity. 

Nonetheless, it would not have remained much of an oddity if one was cognizant of the 

context for democratization and decentralization in Indonesia. The motive could not have been 

further from the urgent and critical need of trading one form of legitimation (economic 

developmentalism) for another (dissolution of centralized power). 16th century Machiavellian 

thought provides a fair answer to this phenomenon – necessità or necessity. Necessity certainly 

set in motion the rapid flourishment of a democratic wave accompanied with decentralizing 

                                                           
12 Huntington, Samuel P.: “Democracy’s Third Wave”, Journal of Democracy, vol. 2, nº 2 (1991), pp. 12-34. 
13 Bourchier, David (2015): Illiberal Democracy in Indonesia: The ideology of the family state, London and New 

York, Routledge. 
14 Bourchier, David: “Indonesianising Indonesia: Conservative Indigenism in an Age of Globalisation”, Social 

Semiotics, vol. 8, issue 2-3 (1998), pp. 203-214. 
15 Diamond, Larry: “Indonesia’s Place in Global Democracy” in Edward Aspinall and Marcus Mietzner (eds) 

(2010): Problems of Democratization in Indonesia: Elections, Institutions and Society, Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies, Singapore, pp. 21-50. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 50 (May/Mayo 2019)  

13 

 

tendencies in post-Suharto Indonesia. This concept however had not been seriously 

contemplated by political scientists who preferred to overwhelmingly associate the cause of 

Indonesia’s sudden democratization (and decentralization) with either the political maturation 

of civil society16 or the saving grace of an oppositional element.17 While it may seem likely that 

these perspectives may posit a certain explanatory value in the earlier phase of reforms, they 

however were largely incapable of explaining later developments especially when oligarchy 

starts to reassert its dominance. On the other hand, oligarchic theorists18 posit an indefinitely 

pessimistic view of Indonesian reforms since 1998 as constantly undermined by New Order 

legacies although reality had oftentimes demonstrated the opposite. 

Necessity as a theoretical concept on the other hand provides a strong explanatory value 

that answers why democratization in Indonesia had emerged suddenly on the back of 

democratic recidivism around the world. It also shows how its demise can lead to drawbacks 

and challenges from non-democratic, oligarchic elements in a ‘politics-as-usual’ environment. 

More importantly, it also provides a reasonable standard that evaluates whether reforms have 

truly fallen wayside as the oligarchic theorists have thus presumed.   

What is necessity contingent upon such that it would result in a drastic change in that of 

Indonesia? It seemed that it would take nothing less than a crisis to jolt states (and people) into 

action. Machiavelli certainly assented to the somber yet creative nature of crises whereby choice 

certainly has less authority over the discreet requirements appropriate to the circumstance at 

hand.19 A crisis is clearly defined as a difficult and dangerous situation that requires serious 

attention.  Indonesia on the cusp of 1998 and throughout the periods of 1999-2001 was certainly 

in the throes of crisis. Throughout these years the Indonesian state was precipitously close to 

collapse. Notwithstanding threats of the communal and religious violence within that had been 

simmering since the mid-1990s,20 the tenuous Indonesian state was also threatened with the 

specter of ‘Balkanization’ following the ceding of East Timor, violence in various parts of 

Sulawesi, civil war in Aceh province and outbreaks of inter-ethnic and religious infighting in 

the Maluku islands and Irian Jaya (now Papua province) and an economy that was in malaise. 

Conditions in Indonesia then have been described as ‘parlous’ and had even corresponded to 

that of a truly ‘crisis-ridden’ environment.21 To top it off, the Habibie cabinet – precursor of the 

post-reform government – had been expected not to last more than 100 hours22 following its 

establishment. The subsequent presidencies thereafter also did not last more than the required 

five years during this period of instability (Abdurrahman Wahid’s tenure prematurely 

terminated after a mere two years while Megawati Sukarnoputri lasted only three). 

Crises however also pose a turning point for better or worse in which a decisive change 

is impending. In the case of Indonesia, the crisis led to an unexpectedly favorable outcome for 

                                                           
16 Aspinall (2005), op.cit. 
17 Mietzner, Marcus: “Comparing Indonesia's Party Systems of the 1950s and the Post-Suharto Era: From 

Centrifugal to Centripetal Inter-party Competition”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, vol. 39, issue 3 (October 

2008), pp. 431-454. 
18 Hadiz, Vedi: “Decentralization and Democracy in Indonesia: A Critique of Neo-Institutionalist Perspectives”, 

Development and Change, vol. 35, nº 4 (September 2004), pp. 697-718. 
19 Quoted “that men never do good unless necessity drives them to it; but when they are free to choose and can 

do just as they please, confusion and disorder become everywhere rampart.” (Discourses I, 3). See also 

Machiavelli’s letter to Francesco Vettori of 10 December 1513: “… it should be stressed that the necessity being 

imposed upon the individual is an important sense more formal than specific: an obligation to respect some 

system of law and property rather than the specific system now obtaining”.  
20 Sidel, John (2007): Riots, Pogroms, Jihad: Religious Violence in Indonesia, NUS Press, Singapore. 
21 Crouch, Harold: “Democratization and the Threat of Disintegration”, Southeast Asian Affairs, (2000), pp.115-

133, at http://www.jstor.org/stable/27912247. 
22 Habibie, B. Jusuf (2006): Decisive Moments: Indonesia’s Long Road to Democracy, Jakarta, Ilthabi 

Rekatama. 
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democratic and decentralizing forces. While circumstances did pose extenuating conditions to 

the Indonesian state then, the resulting action taken in terms of reforms benefitted ironically 

from an unintended necessity. Despite Indonesia’s previous authoritarian tendencies, the early 

post-reform state became quite its opposite as if to make up for lost time, swinging assiduously 

towards a systematic democratization and ‘Big Bang-type’ decentralization.23  

3.What Necessity Enabled24 

Machiavelli himself lauded the virtues of necessity, even offering it the highest praise.25 He 

proclaimed that the felicity of necessity derived from the circumstance that ‘greater virtue can 

be seen where choice has less authority’.26 In other words, the lack of a choice equates to a 

single-minded pursuit of what works. In a sense choice was not readily present in ‘crisis-ridden’ 

Indonesia. The defining features of the New Order had to go. Although the argument had 

oftentimes yielded to the rationality and reasonableness of not being moral when instituting 

crucial change becomes an impending necessity, it turned out that reforms in Indonesia were 

politically benign. Idiosyncratic to the New Order was its suspicion of unwieldy civilian 

politics, vocal grassroots and the loss of control over its outlying regions. Further liberalization 

in these three avenues were curtailed by the hegemony of the depoliticized ‘Functional Groups’ 

or Golkar (Golangan Karya), the dual-functional (dwifungsi) role of the Indonesian military 

and the centralizing tendency of the regime. This section explores how these three features were 

either quickly removed or reconstituted in the early period of reformasi. 

3.1 From Dual Function to Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia (NKRI) 

Conceived during Suharto’s First Development Cabinet to drive development and security, the 

military (then known as ABRI: Angkata Bersenjata Republik Indonesia) aspired to a dualistic 

role known as dwifungsi. According to the dwifungsi concept, the military not only acts as a 

force in defence and security (Hankam, Pertahanan Keamanan) but also that of a socio-political 

guarantor (Sospol, Sosial Politik) in government and society. This meant that the military had 

a heavy and direct hand in government matters. 

With the sudden fall of Suharto, public antagonism was increasingly directed at the 

abuses of professionalism by the military institution. The first ‘house-cleaning’ attempt within 

ABRI came about in September 1998 when then Commander-in-Chief, General Wiranto and a 

few of his advisors engineered a reform framework for the military in a seminar held in 

Bandung. They discussed a new framework which would eventually become the ‘New 

Paradigm’ (Paradigma Baru) doctrine under the Habibie government. ABRI sought to distance 

itself as alat mati pemerintah (government’s killing tool). At the same time, ABRI had to 

contend with the idea of co-sharing power with civilians. For a start, the ‘New Paradigm’ 

asserted that ABRI would no longer seek to ‘occupy’ positions in the government but play a 

role only in ‘influencing’ government decisions by exercising its influence ‘indirectly’ whilst 
                                                           
23 The ‘Big Bang’ approach to decentralization is thus described due to it being surprisingly ‘holistic 

(comprehensive)’ and implemented at lightning speed’. Shah, Anwar and Thompson, Theresa: “Implementing 

Decentralized Local Governance: A Treacherous Road with Potholes, Detours, and Road Closures” in Jorge 

Martinez-Vazquez (ed.) (2004): Reforming Intergovernmental Fiscal Relations and the Rebuilding of Indonesia, 

Cheltenham UK/Northampton MA, Edward Elgar Press, pp. 301-337.   
24 For a more in-depth, detailed study of what necessity inevitably entailed in Reformasi Indonesia including a 

more chronologically defined account of the changes see Leonard Sebastian, Jonathan Chen and Adhi 

Priamarizki: ‘Indonesia Beyond Reformasi: Necessity and the ‘De-centering’ of Democracy’ in Maryland Series 

in Contemporary Asian Studies, nº 3, 2014 (218), pp. 12-32.  
25 Quoted, “We have already pointed out the advantage of necessity in human actions, and to what glorious 

achievements it has given rise. Some moral philosophers have even maintained that without it neither the hand or 

the tongue of man, the two noblest instruments of his glory, would have served its purpose perfectly, nor carried 

human achievements to the heights which they have attained”. (Discourses III, 12)  
26 Mansfield, Harvey (1996): Machiavelli’s Virtue, Chicago, University of Chicago Press. 
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‘sharing’ power with civilian political forces.27 Comprised of ‘14 Strategic Action Plans’ ABRI 

embarked on a period of ambitious reforms that allowed for its steady detachment from the 

reins of centralized representation and authority. ABRI’s Central Council of Socio-political 

Affairs (Wansospolsus) and the Regional Council of Socio-Political Affairs (Wansospolda) 

were gradually liquidated. This was followed by the withdrawal of seconded military officers 

(kekaryaan) holding positions in government and bureaucracy.  

In early 1999, reforms cascaded to the gradual removal of military representatives in 

both the national and regional legislatures. In a highly symbolic move, the police force, POLRI 

(Kepolisian Negara Republik Indonesia) was officially split from the military and ABRI 

underwent a name change to TNI (Tentara Nasional Indonesia: Indonesian National Military) 

to distance itself from the New Order. Under President Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Dur), 

Mahfud MD became the first civilian to head the Defence Ministry. The more reform-minded 

among the military also envisioned a new role for the TNI. In a document titled The Role of the 

TNI in the twenty-first Century that was published in 2001, it reiterated the TNI’s commitment 

to forgo its socio-political role, reasserting its pledge to preserve national defence by developing 

a joint warfare doctrine, increasing its organizational effectiveness and transferring 

responsibility of domestic security to the POLRI.28 Other innovations include the insertion of 

humanitarian law within the military curriculum, the transference of duties of the military 

tribunal from TNI Headquarters to the Supreme Court and the establishment of stringent 

requirements for active officers to retire from operational duty before entering politics.  

Although reforms have stalled during the presidency of Megawati Sukarnoputri, the TNI 

gained a new significance after the preceding years of ignominy. As a means of countering the 

growing threat of terrorism, the TNI was paired up with the idea of ‘kemanunggalan TNI 

dengan rakyat’ (unification between TNI and society). While the Indonesian military no longer 

officially play a socio-political role within Indonesia like ABRI did, TNI nonetheless has 

reconstituted itself as the protector of the Unitary State of Indonesia, NKRI (Negara Kesatuan 

Republik Indonesia) including a continued ‘civilianization’.29  

3.2 Golkar’s self-initiated change 

Golkar in the New Order was atypical of a political party. It was an electorate vehicle that 

became hegemonic while serving three primary functions: being ‘non-ideological’, pragmatic 

and programmatic. Golkar, as a regime vehicle, had never lost its majority ever since the first 

elections were held in New Order Indonesia in 1971.30 The ‘depoliticized’ state of affairs based 

on the assumption that Indonesian voters are a floating mass (massa mengambang), gave Golkar 

                                                           
27 The Four key aspects of the ‘New Paradigm’ are: 1) ABRI’s disengagement from ‘the forefront of politics’; 2) 

Shifting ABRI’s role from that of ‘controlling’ politics to ‘influencing’ politics; 3) Shifting ABRI’s political 

commitment from the forefront of things, from a ‘direct’ to an ‘indirect’ role and; 4) Sharing power with 

civilians. Markas Besar Tentara Nasional Indonesia [TNI Headquarters] (1999): TNI Abad XXI. Redefinisi, 

Reposisi, dan Reaktualisasi Peran TNI dalam Kehidupan Bangsa [TNI 21st Century, Redefinition, Reposition, 

and Reactualization of the TNI’s Role in Duties] 4th edition, Jakarta, CV; Jasa Bumi, Haramain, Malik: “Gus 

Dur dan Reposisi Militier [Gus Dur and Military Reposition]’ in Khamami Zada (ed.) (2002): Neraca Gus Dur 

di Panggung Kekuasaan [Gus Dur’s Scaling the Power Stage], Jakarta, Lakspedam. 
28 Sebastian, Leonard and Gindarsah, Iis: “Taking Stock of Military Reform” in Jürgen Rüland, Maria-Gabriela 

Manea and Hans Born (eds.) (2013): The Politics of Military Reform: Experiences from Indonesia and Nigeria, 

Berlin, Springer, pp. 29-57. 
29 Sebastian, Leonard C., Emirza Adi Syailendra, and Keoni Indrabayu Marzuki: “Civil-Military Relations in 

Indonesia after the Reform Period”, Asia Policy, vol, 13, nº 3 (2018), pp. 49-78. 
30 From 1971-1997, its results have never dipped below 60 percent. Parliamentary votes for Golkar then were 

62.8% (1971), 62.1% (1977), 64.2% (1982), 73.2% (1987), 68.1% (1992) and 74.5% (1997). Rüland, Jürgen: 

“Indonesia” in Dieter Nohlen, Florian Grotz, and Christof Hartmann (2001): Elections in Asia and the Pacific: A 

Data Handbook, vol. II: South East Asia, East Asia, and the South Pacific, Oxford, Oxford University Press, pp. 

83-129. 
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its attendant institutional privilege and territorial reach. Golkar’s hegemony was further 

propped up by ABRI and the Indonesian civil servant corps (Korps Pegawai Negeri Republik 

Indonesia, KORPRI). Nonetheless, by July 1998, Golkar made its first shrewd move by 

distancing itself from ABRI. Golkar changed its credo shortly from ‘an organization of socio-

political power’ into an ‘independent, open and oriented towards functional work and 

achievement (DPP Partai Golkar).31  

Under the presidency of Gus Dur, Golkar severed its ties with the military in order to 

assert its independence. Its evolution into a full-fledge political party emerge ironically as it 

became torn apart by an internal schism. Golkar had cultivated an impressive patronage network 

that had consolidated themselves into factions based on ethnicity and region: the Sulawesi 

group (led by Jusuf Kalla), the Sumatra group (led by Akbar Tandjung) and the Java group 

(represented by Agung Laksono).32 This however did not deter Golkar from transforming itself 

democratically within. In a party convention in 2003 to select its presidential candidate for the 

2004 presidential elections, Golkar Party chairman then Akbar Tandjung poignantly mentioned 

that “the convention’s intent was to prove that the ‘Golkar Baru [New Golkar]’ jargon as a 

democratic entity can be trusted”.33 Golkar’s transition came full circle when it took part as a 

full-fledged political party during the 2004 legislative elections, finishing among the top three. 

It is still prominent in the polls but not as a hegemonic vehicle. 

3.3 Decentralizing the Executive and Devolution to the Regions 

Political centralization that had been the basic tenet of Suharto’s iron-clad grip actually began 

in his second presidential term (1973-1983). There was then a concerted effort then of 

“socializing (memasyarakatkan) Pancasila and Pancasila-ise (mempancasilakan) society” with 

the intent of intensifying centralized rule by providing a uniform vertical administration 

system. 34  This resulted in a bill passed in 1974 on regional autonomy in which wide 

discretionary powers were awarded to the Minster of Home Affairs while Suharto retained the 

personal right of directly appointing provincial governors.35  

  This situation however would undergo a drastic change. Under the Habibie presidency, 

Indonesia underwent what was known as the ‘big bang’ approach to decentralization.36 Two 

definitive laws were passed in 1999 that would change the regional landscape of Indonesia 

considerably. The Law on Regional Government (No. 22/1999) and its accompanying Law on 

Fiscal Balance between the Central Government and the Regions (No. 25/1999) permitted a 

large transfer of authority and resources directly to the district level, bypassing the provinces. 

The new regional government laws set aside a limited number of fields for the central 

government include foreign affairs, defence and security, justice, monetary and fiscal affairs, 

religion and the potentially omnibus ‘other matters’. Thus, the existing hierarchical structure of 

regional government was officially abolished and replaced by one in which provincial and 

district governments have their own exclusive fields of activity.  

                                                           
31 Tomsa, Dirk (2008): Party Politics and Democratization in Indonesia: Golkar in the post-Suharto era, New 

York, Routledge Contemporary Southeast Asia Series. 
32 Suryadinata, Leo: “The Decline of the Hegemonic Party System in Indonesia: Golkar after the Fall of 

Soeharto”, Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol. 29, nº 2 (August 2007), pp. 333-358. 
33 Chrisnandi, Yuddy and Priamarizki, Adhi: “Explaining the Trajectory of Golkar’s Splinters in Post-Suharto 

Indonesia”, RSIS Working Paper 277, S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Singapore, July 2014. 
34 Dwipayana, G. and Sjamsuddin, Nazaruddin (1991): Jejak langkah Pak Harto - Jilid III (27 Maret 1973 – 23 

Maret 1978), Indonesia, Citra Lamtoro Gung Persada. 
35 Elson, E.W. (2001): Suharto: A Political Biography, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
36 The term ‘big bang’ derives its origin from the World Bank. Such an approach comprises of a ‘holistic 

(comprehensive)’ attitude towards decentralization that is ‘implemented at lightning speed’. Shah and 

Thompson, op.cit. 
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With the implementation of new regional laws, governors no longer exercised direct authority 

over district heads. In the first few years of reform, the provincial Regional People’s 

Representative Council or DPRD (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah) would be empowered 

to select governors and was only allowed to ‘consult’ the president on the candidates for 

governorship as ‘government representatives’. On the other hand, regents (bupati) and mayors 

(walikota) would be elected by the district DPRD that was only required to ‘inform’ the 

governor of the election as a formality. The new fiscal laws provided regional governments 

with a greater autonomy in determining how funding can be used. 25 percent of central 

government revenue would be allocated in block grants (Dana Alokasi Umum: DAU) that was 

further broken down into 10 percent for the provinces and 90 percent for districts. In provisions 

that specifically targeted resource-rich regions, local governments retain much larger shares of 

revenues produced in their regions.37  Aceh and Papua, the two vulnerable provinces with 

separatist constituents, were also granted ‘Special Autonomy’ status which allowed them to 

retain much higher proportions of their natural resource revenues.  

In similar fashion, the legislative and executive functions of government also underwent 

decentralization. Under the behest of Dr. Ryaas Rasyid and assisted by a seven-member team 

of American-trained political scientists, the electoral system shifted dramatically from one 

based on proportional representation (PR) to that of a mixed system whereby 420 of 550 seats 

in the DPR were single-member seats while the PR was retained for only 75 seats. This was 

built on the belief that unlike that of the New Order, single-member constituencies would make 

legislatures more responsive and accountable. Undoubtedly, reforms were initially geared 

towards the holding of elections in 1999. Nonetheless, other necessary checks were put in place. 

The team made sure that political parties had functioning organizations that were ‘national’ in 

character rather than singularly ethnic or local.38 A threshold requirement was put in place to 

hinder the participation of small parties with the electoral process. Appointed military seats 

were also reduced from 75 to 55. The Upper House of the People’s Consultative Assembly or 

MPR (Majelis Permusyawarah Rakyat) underwent the largest change. The New Order practice 

of the president selecting MPR members was put to an end.39 Other major changes include 

imbuing democratic impetus into decision-making within the MPR, castigation against the 

dominance of the executive branch and the large gap between centre and periphery.40 These 

changes within the MPR heralded changes whereby the parliament and political parties became 

the new key players in Indonesian politics.41  

Subsequent changes within the structure of the parliament tipped the balance of power 

in favor of the legislative (comprising of the DPR and DPRD (Regional Parliaments, Dewan 

Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah)) over the executive (comprising of the MPR and cabinet positions) 

– largely the effect of the Law on Structure and Composition of the MPR, DPR and DPRD. 

While the MPR held an overweening power over the appointment of the president amongst 

other things, its executive power and influence were curbed.42 The reformist team also reduced 

                                                           
37 The provinces are guaranteed of defined proportions of the revenues produced from their regions – in 

particular, 15 percent of petroleum receipts, 30 percent of gas-related receipts and 80 percent of forestry, mining 

and fisheries-derived income.   
38 Crouch, op.cit.. 
39 Article 1(1) of MPR Decision no. VII/MPR/1998 ruled that the regional representatives (utusan daerah) 

should be elected by the provincial parliaments and the social groups’ representatives (utusan golongan) 

appointed by the Election Commission.  
40 Ziegenhaiun, Patrick (2008): The Indonesian Parliament and Democratization, Singapore, Institute of 

Southeast Asian Studies. 
41 Fealy, Greg: “Parties and Parliament: Serving Whose Interests?” in Grayson Lloyd and Shannon Smith 

(2001):  Indonesia Today: Challenges of History, Singapore, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, pp. 97-111. 
42 The MPR during the New Order also consisted of the entire DPR plus 500 regional and functional group 

representatives all appointed by Suharto.  
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the number of regional and social group representatives from 500 to 200, bringing MPR 

numbers down from 1000 to 700.43  On the other hand, the DPR was imbued with new powers 

to establish regulations with the president, enacting the National Budget in consultation and 

conducting supervisory activities among others.44 Reformasi in Indonesia entailed that the DPR 

become a check and balance to the MPR and other executive powers. 

4.The Dawn of a Political Tug of War45 

If necessity is deemed as the drive behind virtue46, then its gradual diminishing should be seen 

as the inevitable ebb of pure reform in motion. This phase has been euphemistically described 

as ‘democratic consolidation’ – or to put it more aptly, the start of a ‘politics-as-usual’ 

circumstance. Although reforms continued apace from the previous ‘crisis-ridden’ phase, a 

notable exception was its gradual diversions and splits from reforms that suited the nation as a 

whole to procedural ones that benefit certain actors more than others. Nonetheless, institutions 

and parameters established during Reformasi’s earlier phase ensured that private interests were 

kept in constant check. 

4.1 The Changing Nature of the Legislative Race 

As the 1999 elections was held under much haste, Golkar was forced to make 

substantive acquiesce to the growing demands of minority parties that have flourished. Added 

to the fact that there was a real fear that there would be a relapse to majority rule thus 

delegitimizing election results,47 Golkar relented on three ‘crucial issues’: switching to a single-

member district in accordance to the proportional-representation (PR) system, banning civil 

servants from party membership within Golkar and dropping its military representation in 

parliament. Eventually new electoral laws allowed any party that could meet the broad criteria 

to compete leading to a total of 48 out of a total of 200 political parties gaining seats in the 1999 

elections. Although the electoral process proceeded without qualms, it also marked the 

ascendancy of horse trading (dagang sapi) and power sharing among elites.  

  While the 1999 electoral laws in a ‘crisis-ridden’ environment were maximized to 

display reformist credentials as much as possible in terms of reduction the sizes of large 

constituencies, enhancing fairness in the conduct of elections and promoting democratic 

practices within parties, subsequent elections would deviate perceptibly from its reformist path. 

The introduction of the ‘open-list’ system was perhaps the more evident signs of political 

haggling and trading. The former ‘closed-list’ system worked on the premise that voters would 

simply select the party of their choice as seats would be distributed between parties in 

proportion to the votes obtained. Following that, seats are then allocated to candidates according 

to their order on party lists. The ‘closed-list system’ fell in favor due to the tendency of party 

leaders placing loyal candidates and clients high on the list regardless of whether they enjoyed 

local support. The ‘open-list system’ on the other hand ensured that voters first select their party 
                                                           
43 Article 2 (2) of Law no. 4/1999. 
44 According to Article 33 Paragraph 33 (3), the DPR now had rights to: require information from the President, 

conduct investigations, amend draft laws, make statements and opinions, propose draft laws, determine the 

DPR’s budget and propose candidates for certain posts specified by regulations.  
45 For a more thorough investigation of the gradual deterioration of necessity as the driving force for reforms in a 

more chronological fashion including vital information on the legislative and presidential elections of 2004, 2009 

and 2014, see Leonard Sebastian, Jonathan Chen and Adhi Priamarizki:‘Indonesia Beyond Reformasi: Necessity 

and the ‘De-centering’ of Democracy’ in Maryland Series in Contemporary Asian Studies, nº 3, 2014 (218), pp. 

32-50. 
46 In classical thought, Ovid’s ingenium mala saepe movent (difficulty is what wakes up the genius) and a Latin 

saying of artificial docuit fames (sophistication is borne out of hunger) best reflects the place of necessity as a 

primary driver of good and virtue.  
47 King, Dwight Y. (2003): Half-hearted Reforms: Electoral Institutions and the Struggle for Democracy in 

Indonesia, Westport, Connecticut, Praeger. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 50 (May/Mayo 2019)  

19 

 

and choose their own preferred candidates on the party list. It serves to loosen the grip of 

unresponsive party bosses while forcing prospective candidates to appeal for the support of 

local voters instead of hiding behind party labels. 

The ‘open-list system’ was initially opposed by larger parties like Golkar and PDIP 

(Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle). Nonetheless after some political calculation, Golkar 

switched in favor of the system but with the caveat that constituencies should be based on 400 

or so administrative districts. Such an arrangement would undoubtedly benefit Golkar as it has 

strong support outside of Java in which district populations are quite small while other parties 

with stronger bases in the larger multi-member constituencies in Java will lose out. In the end 

a compromise was reached. Although still seen as ‘open-list’, it did not deviate far from a 

‘closed-list system’. Voters first select their party but also have the option of choosing a single 

candidate from the party’s list instead of all seats. The order of the remaining candidates would 

thus be determined by the party’s list. 

Changes did not stop there. While the elections in 2004 concentrated more on party 

representation and the control on candidates, there arise attempt at converting the system from 

a ‘semi-open’ list to a ‘fully-open’ one. A new law promulgated in 2008 allowed for two 

important changes in the 2009 legislative elections that eventually resulted in a fully ‘open-list’ 

system. Voters could now vote for either an individual candidate or a party while seats would 

be allocated to individual candidates in order of their personal votes, provided they received 

more than 30 percent of their quota for their district. However even this was not without political 

contention as major parties sought to maintain their dominance by reducing the number of 

parties through legislation in the form of legalized thresholds. Law 10/2008 required that any 

party receiving more than 2.5 percent of valid votes would be assigned seats in the DPR. The 

number of seats per district ranged from 3 to 12. By 2008 however it was lowered to 10 and the 

effective threshold of the largest district increased by 10 percent. These new guidelines placed 

greater obstacles in the way for newer entrants and smaller political parties. The MPR, DPR 

and Direct Presidential Elections 

Although the 1945 Constitution (UUD 45) authorized the MPR, the regional 

representatives and social groups to elect the president, it did not prevent authoritarianism from 

rearing its head as seen in the Suharto administration. With the fall of the New Order it became 

necessary to make certain amendments to the 1945 Constitution so as to minimize the 

reemergence of an authoritarian streak. With reforms launched simultaneously during the 

‘crisis-ridden’ period under Habibie, there was already a broadly-accepted notion of the need 

to correct the distortions of the New Order through limiting the powers of the president and 

strengthening the DPR. As a result, the DPR was largely empowered and the character of the 

constitution shifted from its original presidentialism towards greater parliamentarism.48 The 

MPR on the other hand still carried monopoly of power and influence over the president. 

Further reforms nonetheless would greatly diminish the influence of the MPR. However even 

this change was also not spared from the taint of political competition and private interests as 

necessity abates.  

Abdurrahman Wahid was the first victim of a very much empowered DPR. Losing the 

support of the DPR then, he was ousted in a political battle that had largely shaken the entire 

political establishment and especially subsequent presidents. His ouster made a clear point that 

an indirectly elected president had no insurance against a hostile legislature. The next president 

in line Megawati Sukarnoputri was very conscious of the need to vouchsafe and legitimize her 

                                                           
48 Harijanti, Susi Dwi and Lindsey, Tim: “Indonesia: General elections test the amended Constitution and the 

new Constitutional Court”, International Journal of Constitutional Law, vol. 4, issue 1 (January 2006), pp. 138-

150. 
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presidency vicariously via a national will. Soon enough direct presidential elections became a 

very distinct possibility. This was set to be in 2004. Again political calculations were well-

placed among the major parties to proffer the first strike of advantage in accord with the 

arrangement of direct presidential elections in 2004. Golkar then could definitely see gains in a 

direct election, betting on its dominance in the regions. It further proposed that the criteria of a 

successful presidential candidate would require not only an absolute majority nationwide but a 

two-thirds majority in the provinces. The PDI-P on the other hand was initially hesitant, but 

Megawati was later persuaded of its usefulness to the presidency, opting for a second-round 

direct vote.  

In a change that came full circle, the role of the MPR was further diminished, relegating 

it to that of a symbolic body. Once perceived as a de-facto authority with overweening powers 

to elect and dismiss the president, its powers were curbed substantially and duties shifted to the 

president and DPR. Two other institutions were set up to take over the leftover duties of the 

MPR – the Regional Representative Assembly (Dewan Perwakilan Daerah: DPD) and the 

Constitutional Court. While the DPD’s main function was in considering and monitoring 

regional matters, the Constitutional Court role was to assess whether laws passed were in 

accordance to the constitution.  

Following these constitutional amendments, a new Law on the Election of the President 

and Vice President was needed as it did not previously regulate direct presidential elections. 

Two largest parties then, Golkar and PDI-P had a common interest in restricting the number of 

competitors by proposing that only parties with at least 20 percent of votes gained during the 

general elections for the DPR be eligible to nominate presidential candidates. This theoretically 

implied that there could be no more than 5 pairs of presidential candidates, even though on the 

basis of the 1999 election results, the likelihood that only two – Golkar and PDI-P – would 

dominate. Such a proposition alienated smaller parties but a compromise was eventually 

reached for the 2004 presidential elections in which the threshold for nomination was revised 

to 3 percent of parliament seats (16 seats) or 5 percent of total votes.49 As the new electoral 

laws allowed more candidates to be nominated, no single party won a quarter of the votes 

requiring two rounds of contests. In the second round, the bar was raised to 15 percent of seats 

and 20 percent of the popular votes.  

In the subsequent direct presidential election of 2009, entry barriers for nomination were 

tightened even further. Based on the 2008 Law on Presidential Elections, presidential 

candidates have to be nominated by a political party or coalition of political parties gaining 25 

percent of the popular vote or 20 percent of total seats in the DPR.50 This meant that instead of 

five candidate pairs only a maximum of four candidate pairs were now allowed to contest, 

preventing a second round of elections. Although this implied that traditionally major political 

parties had partially succeeded in their domination of the polls, it also meant that the political 

process in Indonesia is also moving towards more personalized politics and elite competition – 

precisely what initial reforms were actually meant to prevent. 

Subsequent trends over legislative rulings and guidelines further proves the notion that 

major parties have been seen to be benefiting via higher parliamentary thresholds, thus raising 

the barriers of entry for smaller parties to qualify. The most recent example is with regard to 

the promulgation of Law 7/2017 which further increased the parliamentary threshold to 4 

percent for the legislative elections of 2019. According to recent polls by the Lingkaran Survei 

Group (LSI), the four new parties entering the political fray for the 2019 elections – Partai 

Persatuan Indonesia (Perindo), Partai Solidaritas Indonesia (PSI), Partai Berkarya, dan Partai 

                                                           
49 Crouch, op.cit. 
50 Law No. 42 on Presidential Elections Year 2008. 
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Gerakan Perubahan Indonesia (Garuda) – stands little to no chance of making the cut. Perindo, 

the party most likely to emerge as the strongest new party according to surveys, managed only 

3.5 percent while the weakest party is estimated to reach a meagre 0.3 percent. 

4.2 Direct Local Elections  

Local regional elections in Indonesia paralleled large-scale decentralization efforts since the 

beginning of Reformasi. In the wake of a ‘big bang’ approach to decentralization, the number 

of provinces and districts (kabupaten) had proliferated.51 Spreading government to all parts of 

Indonesia and accommodating regional differences, regional aspirations and regional demands 

within the confines of the unitary state were the primary objectives of the decentralization 

programme. While initially conducted indirectly via the Regional People’s Representatives 

Council (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah, DPRD) it gradually took on a preference for a 

more direct voting process in accordance to an unprecedented nationwide direct presidential 

election in 2004. The DPRD itself descended gradually into a veritable medium of money 

politics as a ‘politics-as-usual’ climate set in.52 

The failure of the DPRD in ensuring good governance and the argument favouring direct 

local elections became more patently evident when regional heads presented ‘accountability 

reports’ to the DPRD when new local leaders were elected. By then it had somewhat become a 

euphemism that the acceptance of ‘accountability reports’ were in fact the acceptance of a fee 

and functioned as ‘no more than fields for extortion by members of legislatures’. Rumours of 

‘money politics’ emerged whenever the successful candidates did not come from the party that 

held the most seats from the assembly. With the ratification of the law on regional elections 

(Pemilihan Kepala Daerah or Pilkada) in 2004, direct regional elections for governors, mayors 

and municipalities became official. However, it must be noted that changes were not foolproof. 

Law No. 32/2004 contained many illegal clauses, opening itself to different interpretations 

which necessitated supplementary explanations and regulations. In particular it also contained 

elements that featured a possible re-centralization.53 

In 2005, local direct elections (or Pilkada) were held for the first time. Candidates 

running for positions in the local constituency became largely independent of the party.54 

Nonetheless the changes also opened up new vistas for political competition including the rise 

of identity-based politics (known as putra daerah)55 and political dynasties56 while money 

                                                           
51 In 1996, Indonesia had 26 provinces and 293 districts. By June 2003 there were 30 provinces and 393 districts 

(without the partitioning of Papua). Most of the new provinces including West Irian Jaya, North Maluku, Banten, 

Bangka-Belitung, Gorontalo and West Sulawesi were approved in 2000. The Riau Islands province was created 

in 2002. Kimura, Ehito (2013): Political Change and Territoriality in Indonesia: Provincial Proliferation, New 

York, Routledge Contemporary Southeast Asia Series; Charras, Muriel: “The Reshaping of the Indonesian 

Archipelago after 50 years of Regional Imbalance” in Maribeth Erb, Priyambudi Sulistiyanto and Carole Faucher 

(eds.) (2005): Regionalism in Post-Suharto Indonesia, New York, RoutledgeCurzon, Contemporary Southeast 

Asia Series, pp. 87-108. 
52 Muhtadi, Burhanuddin (2019): Votes for Sale: The Mechanics of Vote Buying in Indonesia, London, Palgrave 

Macmillan. 
53 For example, Law No. 32/2004 authorizes the central government to rescind local regulations that violate the 

Constitution or higher laws (Article 145). Choi, Nankyung: “Indonesia’s Direct Local Elections: Background 

and Institutional Framework”, RSIS Working Papers 137, S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, 

Singapore, August 2007. 
54 Buehler, Michael and Tan, Paige: “Party-Candidate Relationships in Indonesian Local Politics: A Case Study 

of the 2005 Regional Elections in Gowa, South Sulawesi Province”, Indonesia, nº 84 (January 2007), pp. 41-69. 
55 It is believed that only putra daerah are able to secure privileged access for their respective communities in 

the allocation of resources and government positions.  
56 There are at least 23 known political dynasties at the provincial and district levels throughout Indonesia 

occupying various positions as governor, mayor/regent, DPR members, DPRD members as well as members of 

the Regional Representatives Council (DPD). Families hailing from local political dynasties include the 
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politics raged unabated57. On the other hand, direct local elections served its purpose of largely 

thwarting abuses from the DPRD by allowing regional constituents to be more representative. 

At a smaller scale, the change led to good fortune in a few regions where local leaders were 

more reformist in thinking.58 

5. Conclusion: A Cycle of Statist Rejuvenation or Not? 

In a largely prescient observation, Machiavelli acutely theorizes the cyclic nature of necessity. 

In his Discourses he allegorizes the steps that all positive change would go through: “usually 

provinces go most of the time, in the changes they make, from order to disorder and then pass 

again from disorder to order, for worldly things are not allowed by nature to stand still. As soon 

as they reach their ultimate perfection, having no further to rise, they must descend; and 

similarly, once they have descended and through their disorders arrived at the ultimate depth, 

since they cannot descend further, of necessity they must rise. Thus they are always descending 

from good to bad and rising from bad to good. For virtue gives birth to quiet, quiet to leisure, 

leisure to disorder, disorder to ruin; and similarly, from ruin, order is born, from order, virtue; 

and from virtue, glory and good fortune.” In a similar fashion, with the euphoria of reformasi 

well and truly over by the early 2000s, there was worry by experts that a resurgence of a 

dominance of the state and its ideology (Pancasila) hostile to liberal democracy will be 

imminent and unchecked. This paper had argued that it was necessity that brought forth the 

deep nationwide changes that accommodated aspects of liberal democracy quite unthinkable 

from the perspective of its authoritarian past. It was also the same lack thereof of necessity that 

had led to a reassertion of some uncanny and insidious practices of New Order politics in a time 

of its decline. However, do reforms in Indonesia go through a cyclic, almost tautological 

formulaic? 

President Yudhoyono’s tenure, despite drawing its legitimacy from direct elections at 

both the presidential and local levels, represented the plateau of reformist changes within 

Indonesian politics following a rejuvenation of statist legacies of sorts. Such a change was 

markedly different from the circumstance of the New Order but was nonetheless a reaction 

against deadly communal violence and religious tolerance that had emerged as a truly disruptive 

force to the unity of a newly democratic Indonesia. Pancasila and state-led ideologies including 

the elites’ deferment to the military in matters relating to security supervision ironically became 

an act not of subjugation but of a pragmatic desire to police growing Islamization and ethno-

nationalism in the state. Reclaiming Pancasila was the state’s attempt at defending Indonesia’s 

pluralistic attributes acceptable to the Indonesian people instead of defending conservative 

interest.59  

Beginning in 2006, several government-sponsored congresses and symposia were held on 

Pancasila education. In 2013 the Yudhoyono government rolled out a controversial new 

curriculum that favored greater emphasis on moral education, titled Pancasila and Citizenship 

Education. The tone towards aspects of New Order ideology made a turn towards the 

sympathetic in light of new developments in Indonesia. The gains from reforms espousing 

                                                           

Choisiyahs (Banten Province), the Yasin Limpos (South Sulawesi) and the Narangs (Central Kalimantan 

Province). 
57 A 2013 study from the Indonesian Public Institute (IPC) showed that a candidate needed to spend 

approximately between 20 billion Rupiah (1.64 million USD) to 50 billion Rupiah (4.1 million USD) for city-

level elections. A candidate running for the gubernatorial elections must prepare funds between 20 billion 

Rupiah (1.64 million USD) to 100 billion Rupiah (8.2 million USD).  
58 Some of these candidates include Tri Rismaharini (Mayor of Surabaya), Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (Governor of 

Jakarta), Ganjar Pranowo (Governor of Central Java) and Ridwan Kamil (Mayor of Bandung).  
59 Bourchier, op.cit. 
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liberal democratic ideals in 1998/9 were gradually replaced by a greater acceptance of the state-

led ideology of Pancasila and a return to exceptionalist and indigenist rhetoric.60  

Such a turn did not merely stop at the Yudhoyono administration. President Joko 

Widodo (or Jokowi), the beneficiary of direct local elections seen largely as a reformist at heart, 

continued the conservatist turn in Indonesia partly due to his precipitous hold on power as a 

political outsider61 and partly due to the steady rise of foreign radical ideologies that threaten 

to dismantle the fabric of a united Indonesia.62 Overtures were made to a reinstatement of the 

TNI in politics and security matters that undermined  civilian supremacy.63 There were also 

attempts at reinstating State Defence Programmes (Bela Negara) and political education64 

especially amongst youth reminiscent of P4 (Guide to the Realization and Implementation of 

Pancasila) Programmes under the New Order and recent steps taken by the military in 

expanding their civilian role via food security outlets. 65  Notwithstanding, inter-elite 

competition in a ‘politics-as-usual’ environment have posed multiple obstructions to reforms 

that should be primarily directly to the interests of the people. Nonetheless these threats have 

proven to be mainly rhetorical and hold no substantial grip. These include overtures made 

towards the abolishment of direct local elections during the start of the Jokowi administration66 

and the possible re-empowering of the MPR’s position as arbiter of the president.67 

These developments in contemporary Indonesia do not however subscribe entirely to 

the rather pessimistic perspectives of reform skeptics. A contra view to the oligarchic argument 

can be seen at the local level where district heads with strong managerial skills and long-term 

career aspirations have utilized their official powers to initiate reforms and supervise 

bureaucratic performance.68 On the other hand, reform optimists also have cause for worry as 

previously anticipated reformist candidate in the form of president Jokowi have apparently led 

to disappointment.69  More importantly Machiavelli’s conception of cyclic necessity in its 

absolutist, ex nihilo form certainly did not manifest nor was it as momentous as 1998. Instead 

what one observes at this stage of Indonesian reforms are a series of spurts and regressions that 

do not abide neatly to either the reform skeptics camp or the reform optimists camp. 

Nonetheless this does not negate the fact that under duress, ‘crisis-ridden’ environment, 

necessity had emerged as a veritable and rare force for change as demonstrated in this article. 

It was also this same necessity that laid the groundwork for reform in Indonesia. While with the 
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retreat of necessity there emerged signs of political competition and reform deterioration in a 

‘politics-as-usual’ climate, what must be emphasized is that necessity itself had set in place the 

bulwark of immutable change within Indonesia’s political landscape that makes re-

centralization, or rather a reversion to New Order authoritarianism quite impractical. For this 

change in Indonesia, we have necessity to thank.70  

 

                                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
70 In the words of Dr. M. Chatib Basri, former Minister of Finance and Chairman of the Investment Coordinating 

Board of Indonesia: ‘Bad times make for good policies’.  
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