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world’s largest Muslim populations. Following the collapse of New Order rule in
Indonesia in 1998, this book provides an in-depth examination of anti-
authoritarian forces in contemporary Indonesia and Malaysia, assessing their
problems and prospects.

The authors discuss the roles played by women, public intellectuals, arts
workers, industrial workers as well as environmental and Islamic activists. They
explore how different forms of authoritarianism in the two countries affect the
prospects of democratization, and examine the impact and legacy of the diverse
social and political protests in Indonesia and Malaysia in the late 1990s.

This book responds to the impasse of the ‘transition from authoritarian to
democracy’ paradigm by studying social agents and practices that lie beyond
formal political institutions and measures of economic performance. It adopts a
broader sense of politics, power and authoritarianism while challenging familiar
understandings of gender, Islam, ethnicity and social classes. It will interest
students and researchers of Asian Studies, Political Science, Sociology and
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1
Challenges to authoritarianism in Indonesia

and Malaysia
Ariel Heryanto and Sumit K.Mandal

This book examines the emergent challenges to authoritarianism in Indonesia and
Malaysia, particularly during the 1990s. Women, public intellectuals, arts
workers, industrial workers, as well as environmental and Islamic activists, are
among the various social forces examined. These groups are not undifferentiated
units; neither do they exist nor operate in isolation. Each is studied in its complexity
and diversity both in form and strategies of action, and in relation to others.
Together, the chapters engage themselves with the discourses and practices of the
social actors in question in an effort to produce theoretically informed, empirically
rich, and nuanced analyses of oppositional politics. In conceptualizing political
tensions at the turn of the century, this book distinguishes itself from many others
on related themes by focusing on aspects of political dynamics beyond formal
political institutions and expressions of authoritarianism.

A polarity between authoritarianism at one extreme and democracy at the other
has been a dominant theme in various political analyses during the last half century
or so. Those with specific reference to countries in Southeast Asia are no
exception, whether authored by locals or foreigners. With various degrees of
explicitness, authoritarianism and democracy are assumed to be categories that
represent existing realities or constitute realistic concepts. Authoritarianism is
assumed to be uniformly disastrous and morally repulsive and democracy
universally good for all human kind. Within this dominant tradition, there is a
general belief that the main tasks of analysts are to measure how far different
societies in this region have been able to move away from authoritarianism towards
democracy; to identify what the impeding and facilitating factors are; and to
predict or explain how soon these societies can overcome their impediments and
advance towards attaining full democracy.! While more than a few have expressed
dissatisfaction with such confining polarity,> most preserve it with nuanced
modifications. Rarely do they challenge fundamentally the entire model. Thus
‘transition to democracy’ has been a stubbornly persistent theme well into the
twenty-first century (e.g. Johannen and Gomez 2001; Hara 2001; Frolic 2001).

This book does not privilege the authoritarianism/democracy polarity, or
confine its discussion to the grey areas between the two poles. The phrase
‘challenging authoritarianism’ in the title is inclusive of but not reducible to social
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practices that subscribe to the cause of ‘democracy’. While acknowledging the
values of the familiar polarity, authors in this book see it as one—but neither the
only nor best—way of understanding power relations and political contestations
in the societies studied. Terms such as authoritarianism and democracy are
deployed without the presupposition that they are necessarily exclusive or
mutually negating. In addition, it should be stressed at the outset that while this
book is indebted to and critically engaged with the relevant theoretical literature,
it does not aim at providing a critique of any specific theoretical position or
constructing a new one. Rather, it favours nuanced empirical observations that
hopefully will help re-examine familiar theories in a new light.

Authoritarianism is understood broadly here as a set of diffuse relationships
both in the public and private spheres where the distribution of power is greatly
unbalanced but—despite appearances—is never totally concentrated on a single
person or group. Contrary to common wisdom, authoritarianism is not wholly
constituted by a coercive social order designed by a small elite and forced upon
suffering subjects without endorsement from the latter. In Southeast Asia for a
long time but most visibly during the 1970s and 1980s, a substantial proportion
of the population across nation-states appears to have helped enhance and even
enjoy, social relations and a political order that outsiders conveniently disparage
as ‘authoritarian’ in character (Stubbs 2001; Hadiz 2000b).? Furthermore, taking
lessons from Joel Kahn (2001), one would suspect that this inclination is by no
means peculiarly Asian. Under similar circumstances others might well do
likewise. Like the term ‘democracy’, ‘authoritarianism’ is used here neither as a
static state of being, nor a formal system of governance that operates in a clearly
demarcated territory, space or institution.

Itis curious that ‘democracy’ has managed to occupy such a hegemonic position
among so many Western analysts in the last few decades, when it was considered
suspect by the Western intelligentsia for a substantial period in its earlier history
(Arblaster 1994:7). If democracy does not appear to have found a fertile ground
in Asia, it would be a mistake, albeit a very common one, to ask what is wrong
with this or that Asian country. Equally problematic is the familiar question: is
Western-style liberal democracy universal and compatible with Asian cultures
(e.g. Antlov and Ngo 2000). Democracy has not been universal either as a concept
or practice in the West. When the concept is imported to other social contexts it
is doubly complex. Unsurprisingly, like blue jeans, McDonald’s hamburgers or
Hollywood movies, democracy has been met with varied responses ranging from
enthusiasm to hostility. Many of these diverse responses may be equally well
founded (see Emmerson 2001 for illustrations).

Much scholarly and journalistic commentary identifies a new politics and
formative changes in the political cultures of Indonesia and Malaysia, espe cially
following the political ferment of 1998. This literature* has typically relied on
conventional political and social analyses that tend to privilege party politics, elites
and state actors (e.g. Baker et al. 1999; Emmerson 1999; Budiman et al 1999;
Liddle 2001; Schwarz and Paris 1999). Among the few exceptions are Boudreau
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(1999), Stubbs (2001), Hadiz (2000b) and Tornquist (2002). It is difficult to
envision the particular dynamism—not to be confused with fervour—and
significance of the subjects in question through such analyses. On the whole, we
hope this book will render more lucid the dynamics, politics and significance of
a range of extra-parliamentary actors, including their particular limitations and
struggles.

The book has three principal foci. First, it investigates the significance of the
challenges to authoritarianism in Indonesia and Malaysia. Second, each chapter
examines in detail the contexts and constraints of anti-authoritarian forces, thereby
giving consideration to both their problems and prospects. Third, the book offers
a comparative discussion of social actors in Malaysia and Indonesia rather than
the country-by-country approach taken by nearly all the existing work on the
subject. Although some of the chapters mainly focus on one of the nation-states,
without exception each comments on significant connections and contrasts
between the two. This chapter draws the broader picture of the issues at hand and
provides some necessary background information for readers who are less than
familiar with Indonesia and Malaysia.

Indonesia and Malaysia: political and social contexts

Indonesia and Malaysia are next-door neighbours that have much in common.
Since 1972 they have shared similar official or national languages, the variants of
Malay called Bahasa Indonesia and Bahasa Malaysia respectively. Islam is
mandatory among Malays, the majority ethnic group to which Malaysia’s
dominant political elite belongs. In Indonesia, the Javanese are numerically bigger
and politically more dominant than other ethnic groups—including ethnic Malays.
Indonesia has the fourth largest population in the world, and Islam is the faith of
around 90 per cent of the country’s population; it claims the world’s largest
Muslim population. Muslim communities in Indonesia, however, are far more
diverse and divided than their counterparts in Malaysia. This condition is due in
part to the syncretic inclinations of vernacular animism, Hinduism and Buddhism
that prevail on Java, Bali, and other islands.

Some of the important differences between Indonesia and Malaysia have their
origins in the transition from colonial rule to independence (in 1945 and 1957
respectively) when contrasting forms of authoritarianism were instituted in each
country.> A variety of politically active groups emerged in strength soon after the
Second World War throughout the Southeast Asian region. Left wing political
movements and politics made much headway to be halted by the beginning of the
‘Cold War and the rise of US-sponsored anti-Communism and anti-neutralism’
(Hewison and Rodan 1996:53). In the British colony of Malaya, the war against
the Communist Party became an opportunity for the colonial power to eliminate
left wing political culture as a whole. Independent oppositional politics of all kinds
was crushed between 1948 and 1960, the period the British termed ‘the
Emergency’. As the Communist movement was smashed before the creation of
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Malaysia, Benedict Anderson argues that the country ‘inherited (and later
improved on) the colonial regime’s draconian anti-subversion laws and steely
bureaucracy, but not the insurrection itself (Anderson 1998). As such, he observes
that Malaysia has had a ‘permanent authoritarian government’, a condition that
has ‘everything to do with a collective determination on the part of the Malay
ethnic group (52 per cent) to monopolize real political power in the face of the
large Chinese (35 per cent) and the smaller (10 per cent) Indian minorities’. Sheila
Nair offers further analysis that renders the complexity of the inter-ethnic compact
and its importance in the ruling elite’s claims to legitimacy (Nair 1999:91-3).

After gaining independence, Malaysia has been gradually transformed from an
exporter of agricultural products to an industrializing country, its authoritarianism
sustained mostly through legal measures. Since 1981, the country has assumed an
increasingly high profile in the international community under the leadership of
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad and the multi-party ruling coalition, the
National Front (Barisan Nasional), led by him. UMNO (United Malays National
Organization), the mainly ethnic Malay party, is the dominant partner in this
coalition. As President of UMNO, Mahathir is understood to be the Prime Minister
of the country as well. In 1993, he appointed his protégé Anwar Ibrahim as the
Deputy Prime Minister, a post held by the latter until 1998.

Indonesia’s experience with communism differed from Malaysia in decisive
ways. Unlike in Malaysia, the Indonesian Communist Party participated freely in
electoral politics after independence. The Party was nevertheless held in suspicion
by the military, particularly as the former transformed itself into one of the four
leading contestants in the 1955 general elections. Unlike its counterpart in
Malaysia which survived into the early 1990s in the jungles on the northern border
with Thailand, it was eliminated under the aegis of Cold War politics after nearly
two decades of independence and by violent military means that left a lasting mark
on the country.

In the middle of the 1960s, segments of the military leaning to the ideological
right came to political prominence in direct confrontation with the Indonesian
Communist Party, the largest in the world outside China and the Soviet Union. In
1966, these officers helped accelerate the removal of the first President Sukarno,
with tacit assistance from the major powers of the Western bloc. Sukarno, an anti-
Western autocrat and champion of the Non-Aligned Movement, campaigned
against the formation of the Federation of Malaysia in 1963. Five years after
independence, Malaysia was to be reconstituted with the inclusion of three former
British colonies: Singapore, Sarawak and Sabah.® Sukarno opposed the move
aggressively as he saw it as a project of Western neo-colonial interests.
Unsupportive of his efforts to undermine Malaysia, the Indonesian army pursued
its own agenda. The army took control of the government in 1966 following one
of the bloodiest massacres in modern history; around one million suspected
communists and their sympathizers were killed (see Heryanto 1999c). Following
the establishment in 1967 of the New Order, for 32 years formal political and
military power was highly centralized in the hands of one person, Retired General
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Suharto. An ethnic Javanese who was inclined towards patrimonialism and
developmentalism, the second President was a master of the political manoeuvre.
Under Suharto, Indonesia was transformed into a haven for foreign investors
and domestic capitalist cronies. While the rule of law and the judiciary in Malaysia
enjoyed a good reputation until the late 1980s, Indonesia’s industrialization took
place with little or no commitment to building good and accountable governance,
respect for the rule of law, the separation of powers, and the protection of civil
life. As a number of the following chapters show, the contrasts in governance have
led to a relatively higher degree of confidence in the state among a variety of
Malaysian social actors than among their Indonesian counterparts (see especially
Chapters 3, 4 and 6). Fear, violence and corruption prevailed in Indonesia in
tandem with the official rhetoric of social harmony, consensus, religious virtues,
and familial values. Although Indonesia saw regular elections under Suharto, the
governing regulations and implementation of the elections undermined the
principles they stood for: people’s sovereignty and political accountability.

Besides the political and legal histories of the two countries, the politics of
ethnicity, particularly in relation to the variety of Chinese communities, deserves
some elaboration in the present discussion. Colonialism changed the historical,
social and cultural relationships of the diverse and dispersed Chinese communities
with the people of the region. In Malaysia under the British, poor Chinese migrated
in substantial numbers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
specifically to fill a variety of roles in the colonial economy. Today, Chinese
Malaysians constitute less than one third of the total population of over 20 million,
some of them hold a crucial role in the nation’s economy. On the whole, ethnic
Chinese communities are a strong non-majority political constituency.

Contemporary Malaysian political and institutional life is markedly divided by
ethnicity, more so than Indonesia. Colonial rule created the social and economic
conditions for the numbers of Chinese to swell in urban centres while confining
Malays largely to the rural areas. In the interest of social and economic equality,
the Malaysian government implemented the New Economic Policy (NEP; 1971-
90), an affirmative action measure designed to promote the participation of the
Bumiputera or ‘indigenous’ population (mainly ethnic Malay but in legal terms
not exclusively so) in the modern sectors of the nation-state. While the NEP may
be credited with advancing the interests of a broad cross-section of society, it also
sowed divisions as it became the instrument of the racialization practised by the
country’s ruling coalition (Mandal forthcoming).

As in Malaysia, the Chinese population in Indonesia increased substantially
under colonial rule, and they were funnelled into particular sectors of the economy
under the Dutch. Today, the business elite of the ethnic Chinese enjoy important
positions within the national economy, and share with other Indonesian elites some
degree of cronyism and collusion. Unlike the situation in Malaysia, however,
Chinese Indonesians, constituting less than 3 per cent of the population of nearly
230 million, had no political representation under the New Order, while their
cultural identities were declared undesirable. Chinese schools, languages, writings



6 ARIEL HERYANTO AND SUMIT K.MANDAL

and cultural practices were banned. Citizens of Chinese descent were required to
carry and present documentation beyond the ordinary to obtain public services.
Quotas were imposed on members of this ethnic group for entry into certain
professions and educational institutions. Although similar quotas have been in
place in Malaysia, they were implemented in New Order Indonesia without the
same political controls as its neighbour.

The social and political histories of Indonesia and Malaysia indicate differences
in the use of repressive powers in the two states. The New Order rose on the basis
of political violence and maintained its militarist rule by dealing with political
opposition in a brutal manner. The Malaysian state’s repression on the other hand
has been largely exercised through national security laws inherited from the
British. There was a time, especially before 1990, when Malaysia was perceived
as a more orderly state than their own country by Indonesians while the reverse
is true of Malaysians. In this connection the ‘regularized’ character of
authoritarianism in Malaysia is further examined in Kelly’s chapter. He discusses
an instance of political containment by law in the April 1998 amendment to the
Companies Act. As a result, bureaucrats were provided with greater power to
refuse the registration of organizations or close them down.

The Internal Security Act (ISA) is a more illuminating example of Malaysia’s
regularized authoritarianism, indeed one that was being considered by Suharto for
implementation in Indonesia.” The Act is noted in several of the following
chapters, especially in Budianta’s discussion (Chapter 6) of the humanitarian
protests against it by Malaysian women. The ISA legalizes methods that amount
to orderly options to the ‘disappearances’ or ‘mysterious killings’ that were
brutally carried out by the New Order (see Bourchier 1990). It vests the state with
the lawful power to detain anyone without trial. This post-colonial refinement of
colonial laws has been used during several intra-elite political crises in order to
control dissenting intellectuals, artists, activists, and opposition party members.
One of the most wide-scale recent implementations of the Act occurred in 1987
when 106 people were detained without trial. Operasi Lallang as it was called is
noted in a number of the chapters as a key turning point whose impact, though
unequal to the repressive violence of the militarist New Order, was significant
within the Malaysian context. In Chapter 5 Othman characterizes the state’s
dependence on the Act to repress freedom of expression as its ‘ISA mentality’.

Reformasi politics

Similar to situations in South Korea and Thailand after 1997, Indonesia’s
economic crisis rapidly developed into political and moral crises of the incumbent
leadership, followed by a change in government. The extraparliamentary protests
that date back to the early 1990s gained momentum and became more forceful in
demanding the end of the New Order, the longest-lasting authoritarian regime of
the capitalist Western bloc. President Suharto eventually stepped down (some
argue that he only stepped aside) on 21 May 1998. The term Reformasi, ‘reform’,
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became the most salient catchword for the largely unorganized millions of
Indonesians who demanded a change in government and a reversal of the
deteriorating social conditions, One dominant formulation of the evils of the day
was KKN, the abbreviation for Korupsi, Kolusi, Nepotisme (Corruption,
Collusion, Nepotism).

It should be noted at the outset that Reformasi has meant different things to
different people. In Chapter 2 Heryanto speculates that the term may have its
origins in the diplomatic talks between New Order officials and the IMF and World
Bank respectively. At this time, the term referred to Suharto’s compliance with
the conditions of the donor agencies’ bail-out package that included an end to
corruption, collusion and nepotism, a more radical meaning than typically
intended by the word Reformasi When the media accorded primacy to it,
oppositional actors (including those who preferred Revolusi to Reformasi) found
it difficult to avoid its use. The term was first introduced to Malaysians by Anwar
Ibrahim’s political camp around the middle of 1998—when political turmoil was
near its peak in Indonesia—in reference to calls for greater transparency in
government. In response, Mahathir attacked Anwar and his supporters later in the
year. In both countries then, Reformasi was the rallying cry of those who took to
the streets as well as many others, including the political and business elite.
Budianta suggests in Chapter 6 that the term is useful not as an analytical
framework but as a name for the ‘political, economic and social responses to a
multidimensional crisis that provided an outlet for previously repressed and
widespread demands for structural change’. Hers is a good working definition for
the diversity of forms and substance in Reformasi activism. The very open-
endedness of the term has been the source of its success, allowing disparate
oppositional groups to find in it something that spoke to their cause and thereby
galvanize their forces (Noor 1999).

In a series of fast-moving events that were not imaginable only a few years
earlier, both the Indonesian catch phrases ‘Reformasi’ and ‘KKN’ spread across
the Straits of Melaka and became the rallying cry of thousands of Malaysians,
mainly but not exclusively in the capital city of Kuala Lumpur, who demanded
an end to the long-standing leadership of Mahathir. Standing at the forefront of
these masses—Ilargely unorganized and morally outraged citizens as in Indonesia
—was Anwar Ibrahim. Ironically, Anwar had been until then the Prime Minister’s
heir apparent.

There are many other similarities, connections and contrasts between the ways
events unfolded in Indonesia and Malaysia. For instance, the dramatic removal of
Suharto in May 1998 inevitably influenced the calls for Mahathir’s resignation
soon after he sacked Anwar. Transformed into a martyr, the latter became a
unifying icon and politically capable leader for the unorganized and angry masses.
Alongside the politically charged cries of ‘Reformasi’ and ‘KKN’, spectacular
images and dramatic narratives of militant and heroically audacious student
activists in violent confrontations with security forces were imported to Malaysia.
Likewise, the orchestrated anti-Chinese violence (some of the worst in many
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decades) in Jakarta, Solo, and several other towns in Indonesia had a great impact
on the imagination of Malaysians. Chinese Malaysians were forced to contemplate
the fearful implications for Malaysia of the racialized atrocities in neighbouring
Indonesia (see Heryanto 1999a) that mobilized women activists (Chapter 6) and
led to the solidarity work in the arts community (Chapter 7).

Needless to say, the traffic in images, narratives, gossip, direct references, subtle
allusions and illusions in this Internet era was a lot more complex. Individuals and
groups took and mistook different elements of events in different ways for a wide
variety of reasons. However, it is worth exploring a few instances of ‘othering’
that provide insights into the relationships that have been imagined and developed
between Indonesians and Malaysians in recent years.

Othering

Post-structuralist and post-colonial writings have helped popularize the concept
of ‘Others’ and its derivative ‘othering’ in contemporary social sciences and the
humanities. A survey of the varied ways the terms have been deployed is neither
possible not necessary here. Suffice it to note how the concept can be relevant to
our discussion at hand. Othering, as used here, refers to a communicative act,
where a third party (real or perceived) is discursively constructed as a convenient
foil for the collective ‘Self’ of the speaking subjects. In such acts of othering, the
referents are usually silenced, excluded, or absent. The existence of Others is
recognized and taken seriously, but their identity is remoulded, mainly though not
always consciously to facilitate the assertion of the identity and interest of the Self
as the privileged, centred, or normalized subject(s). While it is obvious that the
term ‘othering’ carries negative overtones, it remains debatable whether or not all
discursive practices are guilty of some degree of othering.?

Unsurprisingly, othering has come to prominence in selected Asian countries
since the so-called ‘economic boom’ of the 1980s, in tandem with the invention
and propaganda of ‘Asian values’. As Pinches observes, ‘othering’ in Asian
countries constructs not only the particular imagined ‘West’ but fellow Asians as
well. He notes that ‘officials, national elites and rising middle classes have used
heightened levels and overtly nationalist forms of consumption as national status
claims vis-a-vis other countries and peoples in the region’ (Pinches 1999:31). This
observation works nicely in the case of Malaysia and Indonesia where the shaping
of mutual perceptions has played significant roles in domestic and regional politics.

Indonesians have been influenced by a romantic othering in the area of
managing ethnic tension and political and economic equity. In Indonesia, there
have been ideological nativists who look up to Malaysia’s NEP as the necessary
and desirable correction to Indonesia’s economic discrepancies for which the
economic power of ‘Chinese businessmen’ is often blamed. According to this
view, the government of Indonesia should impose further restrictions on ethnic
Chinese participation in the nation’s economy. Unsurprisingly, such a view finds
enthusiasts among the newly emerging and more independent business class of
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pribumi (‘native’) ethnic groups who claim to have suffered from the New Order’s
cronyism and racial discrimination. At the same time, some Chinese Indonesians
claim Malaysia sets a good example by guaranteeing the ethnic minorities rightful
civil rights and political representation in state institutions, often overlooking the
context—the racially hierarchical party politics for instance—and the distinctive
historical conditions that enabled the NEP’s implementation in Malaysia.

More than a few Malay Malaysians consider Chinese Indonesians more
desirable, because they appear to be more considerate and patriotic, a condition
attributed to successful assimilation. Indeed, in the eyes of many Malaysians,
Chinese Indonesians—especially the youth who grew up under the New Order—
look, speak, and behave almost indistinguishably from the so-called pribumi
population. Their counterparts in Malaysia, on the other hand, preserve selected
Chinese cultural practices and traditions, though in localized forms. Malaysians
who find the character of Chinese Indonesian identity attractive nevertheless fail
to observe the coercive measures and censorship that made the ‘assimilation’ in
Indonesia possible.

‘Chineseness’ became a significant point of contention on the side of the anti-
authoritarian forces. On the one hand, Malaysian Reformasi activists regretted that
their fellow citizens of Chinese descent were not as politically active as those in
Indonesia in challenging authoritarianism in the streets. However, as we have
touched on already, these activists’ perceptions of Indonesia were not necessarily
grounded in social and political realities. Ethnicity was not the sole decisive factor
in determining the participation or level of involvement of citizens in the
Reformasi movements of either Indonesia or Malaysia. Opposition publications
in Malaysia mythologized the struggle in Indonesia precisely in ways that
Heryanto argues against in the next chapter. Hence such optimistic prognoses were
made as the prediction that UMNO would fall just like the Suharto political
machinery (Harakah 1999).

On the other hand, supporters of Mahathir depicted the anti-Chinese violence
from Indonesia as a threat to the success of the Malaysian state in maintaining
social and political order. Images and reports were reproduced in the mass media
that tended to intimidate the general public by hinting at the chaos the Reformasi
movement would lead to in Malaysia if Malaysians followed the example of
Indonesians by taking to the streets. In the months preceding the 1999 general
elections, for instance, government-controlled television stations ran ‘multi-
lingual and slickly produced long-form advertisements contrasting Malaysia’s
stable government and social conditions with riots, deaths and property destruction
in neighbouring Indonesia’ (Wong 2000:129). Narratives such as this served to
draw a contrast between barbaric Indonesian ‘rioters’ and the implied civilized
character of Malay Malaysians (namely the ruling party UMNO), aimed
particularly at the Chinese segments of the population.

Contrary to the political conservatism of the ASEAN compact, as exemplified
by its shared credo of non-interference in member states’ affairs, politics crossed
borders and became regionalized. This intensified at the height of the euphoria
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surrounding Reformasi in 1998-9. News of Indonesian support for Anwar reached
Malaysians through the wire services, the opposition mass media and the Internet.
Adnan Buyung Nasution, the influential Jakarta lawyer and friend of Anwar,
criticized Mahathir in the international press, and acted as an observer at his
friend’s trial (AFP 1999). A photograph was circulated by an international news
agency of demonstrators at the Malaysian embassy in Jakarta with a large banner
carrying this message: ‘Mahathir=Soeharto’ (The Straits Times 1998). An
Indonesian publisher of Islam-oriented work released in Jakarta a translation of
Anwar’s book Asian Renaissance a few months after his arrest, including in it a
statement by the author after he was ousted from his post (Anwar 1998). Politics
became regionalized even further when Anwar stalwarts, hounded by Malaysian
security personnel, sought exile in Jakarta where they began to organize a political
comeback (Lopez 1998).

All in all, the political elite in Malaysia may have been genuinely scared by the
stories that they themselves encouraged and circulated concerning Indonesia.
There was much fear in the ruling elite that ‘Indonesian riots’ would visit them
when thousands of people marched through the streets of Kuala Lumpur on 20
September 1998 upon responding to the call by Anwar for a peaceful
demonstration. The country had not seen protests by such large numbers since the
student demonstrations that took place at the end of 1974, nearly a quarter of a
century earlier. The absence of mass demonstrations for so long may have been
reason enough for the government to be very concerned. According to the reports
of top officials, however, what the government most feared was a repeat in Kuala
Lumpur of the so-called ‘Jakarta riots’ of May and June of 1998 (for more see
Heryanto 1999a). The Inspector General of Police at the time, Rahim Noor,
observes as follows, implying a causal link it seems between the two cities:
‘Uppermost in our minds was not to allow the riots in Jakarta to spill over to KL
at all costs and a repeat of the riots and lootings which happened in Jakarta’ (Koshy
1999).

The veracity or accuracy of the admission by the head of the police force is not
as significant as the degree to which the othering of Indonesia was engendered by
the mass media allied to the government as well as opposed to it. The consequences
of the othering, however, were not necessarily predictable or in keeping with the
aims of either the government or oppositional groups. For instance, even as the
pro-government media attempted to instil a fear of Indonesia as the ‘other’, this
effort nevertheless advanced the possibility of imagining a transnational space.’
Consequently, an avenue was opened for individuals and social groups themselves
to make sense of the connections and contrasts between the political upheavals in
the two countries. As the chapters of this book reveal, the street protests of 1998
in Malaysia, indeed the Reformasi movement as whole, were linked in various
ways and at different levels to developments in Indonesia.
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Studying Indonesia-Malaysia

Despite the compelling and long-standing connections, similarities, and
illuminating contrasts between Indonesia and Malaysia as cursorily outlined
above, there has been remarkably limited interest in them in the general public
discussion of the two countries and among scholarly observers. Comparative
scholarship on the two countries has been embarrassingly rare and usually falls
under the more general rubric of Southeast Asian studies. Indeed, when the work
towards this book was initially conceptualized in 1997, before the ‘economic
crisis’ which proved to be a historical watershed, it was not easy to advance a
rationale for a comparative study of Indonesia and Malaysia, Once the project got
off the ground in the latter part of 1997, the series of dramatic incidents then
unfolding in the two countries—and unexpected by many—made it seem as if
scholarship of this sort had always been necessary.

Just as this book project was initiated, a study on a closely related theme was
published, namely Syed Farid Alatas’ Democracy and Authoritarianism in
Indonesia and Malaysia (Alatas 1997). Alatas makes the important, fair and
accurate claim that ‘there has not been any comparative work done on the state in
Malaysia and Indonesia’ (Alatas 1997:150). In addressing the lacuna, Alatas” work
deserves attention. His approach is, however, quite different in kind and style from
that pursued in this book. Highlighting these differences helps elucidate what this
book attempts to achieve and why.

Alatas’ book is evidently a product of serious research and analysis. Within the
terms it sets, it is a solid piece of scholarly work. It covers much ground and offers
many insights and important information. Unfortunately, history has been unkind
to this book. In less than a year of its publication, the societies it discusses changed
radically, thus undermining its primary arguments. Essentially, the book is a
comparative study of the causal historical factors that have made Malaysia a
‘democratic’ state and Indonesia an ‘authoritarian’ one (1997:2), Alatas argues
that three causal factors have been responsible for the formation of these two
different regime types, namely (a) the existence (in Indonesia) or absence (in
Malaysia) of armed struggle against the state; (b) the internal strength of the state
(in Malaysia, and the lack thereof in Indonesia); and (c) the high degree of cohesion
(in Malaysia) or division (in Indonesia) of the elite.

Alatas provides a review of the literature, discusses the various definitions of
what constitutes ‘democratic’ states, and delineates them in very formalistic terms
that reflect conventional social and political analyses (Alatas 1997:1). These terms
include the existence of fair and competitive elections, independent political
parties, civil society, and the separation of powers. Despite some qualifications
and admitted problems in designating Malaysia as a democracy, Alatas (1997:5)
maintains that one should not think that ‘democracy is merely facade’ in Malaysia.

One can take issue with the conceptualization of ‘democracy’ and other key
categories that Alatas adopts, as well as the extent to which Malaysia and Indonesia
fit into the dichotomous -categories of democracy and authoritarianism
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respectively. His main arguments about the three causal factors that determine the
character of a state along the democratic-authoritarian axis are well presented but
open to debate. Importantly, a critique or disagreement at a conceptual and abstract
level may not be necessary. The weakness of his arguments becomes clear when
we consider changes in Malaysia and Indonesia merely a few months following
the book’s publication in 1997, and more so after 1998. Indeed one fundamental
reservation that we have about Alatas’ work is its generalized, and consequently
reductionist, portrayal of the two countries compared, glossing over their
respective internal contradictions and histories. Even if we accept for a moment
the view that Malaysia was once democratic and Indonesia authoritarian for
historical reasons that Alatas offers, one wonders why the same historical factors
have generated very different political environments, and in some areas political
reversals, in both countries since 1998.

In several important areas in Indonesia, important reversals followed the end
of Suharto’s three decades of authoritarianism, rendering the familiar
‘authoritarian-versus-democracy’ categories more problematic. One of a few
obvious examples includes the general elections of 1999, the first accountable
effort to elect a new parliament since the 1955 elections. New electoral laws were
enforced, allowing forty-eight political parties to compete instead of the officially-
sanctioned three, as in the previous twenty-five years of the New Order. For the
first time various independent and volunteer groups from different walks of life
across the nation took part in unified efforts at monitoring the process and ensuring
the maximum possible degree of fair ness and accountability (more in Chapter 2).
To the surprise and relief of many, the elections were completed with a remarkably
minimal degree of violence in comparison with previous state-controlled elections
in the New Order era.

The role and dignity of the armed forces has plunged to a degree unimaginable
a few years earlier (see Bourchier 1999 for details). Due to the absence of a
majority vote and single party dominance in the new government, the military and
the New Order’s political party Golkar could not be totally liquidated. The military
still enjoys reserved seats in parliament, but their number was reduced to thirty-
eight from seventy-five. Public demands for a total removal of this privilege
continue to be heard well into 2002. With the loss of power and prestige in East
Timor, and subsequent threats of legal inquiries and prosecution for past crimes
and human rights violations, demoralization was rampant among the soldiers. To
make things worse, street protesters often inflicted abuse and violence against
passing military officers and their properties (vans, buildings and equipment)
during the volatile years of 1998-2000.

During the same period in rural areas hundreds of kilometres away from the
capital city, telecommunications networks and political tussles within the nation’s
elite, there have been regular reports of outrage unleashed against village chiefs
or local parliaments in a style and scale unseen in many decades (see e.g. Cohen
1999). Private businesses and professional as well as civic associations
mushroomed during the first two euphoric years of post-Suharto Indonesia. The
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government dissolved the Department of Information that functioned for more
than three decades as the New Order’s machinery for propaganda and censorship.
The number of licensed print media increased to 1,687 in the year 2000 from
around 289 prior to 1998 (Heryanto and Adi 2002). Only several hundred of them
actually survived for more than one year. Many of the newly published media
organs became either the mouthpieces of new political parties and civic groups,
or retailers of gossip, superstitious pronouncements, and sensationalist materials
purveying violence and sex.

The above account is meant only to introduce new developments and highlight
core issues in the contemporary analyses of the two countries. The best, if implicit,
lesson we can draw from Alatas’ book is presented by himself in the penultimate
sentence of his concluding chapter: ‘Democratization in Indonesia and Malaysia
must always be in a state of flux and uncertainty’ (Alatas 1997:164). Put
differently, a study of social change in these countries, as elsewhere, including so-
called ‘democratization’ must recognize the messiness of the reality under
investigation. Such study requires flexibility and a dialectics of a scale greater
than often allowed in the familiar orthodoxy of positivist political science and
sociology. Diagrams, tables, conceptual definitions, taxonomic categories, and
jargon—all respectable and often desirable—in many scientifically inclined
approaches to the study of power and social relationships are often more satisfying
in the enhancement of established academic empires, and theorization in the
disciplines, than to the development of a critical intellectual practice (see also
Chapter 6).

The next section proceeds to a critical reflection of our own endeavours and
predicament. Alatas concluded his pioneering work on this note: ‘But, if rapid
development increases the stakes for the government, it also strengthens the
resolve of extra-bureaucratic forces to press on for democratic reforms’ (Alatas
1997:164). He ends where we begin.

Towards post-authoritarian societies

In contrast to Alatas’ focus on the so-called ‘state’, and the formal typology of
regime types along the ‘authoritarianism’ versus ‘democracy’ divide, all
contributors to this book focus their research on the complex and often
contradictory features of non-statist agencies, structures, practices and histories.
The agencies in focus include urban-based professionals, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and labour activists, religious communities and leadership,
and women’s groups, as well as socially engaged artists. The central questions
that all the ensuing chapters ask concern the constitution and history of these
agencies, the dynamics of their assets and liabilities, and their structural
relationships with those outside their immediate circles.

Questions of the state do not totally disappear in the picture, but they occupy
less than central positions. Underlying the decision to pursue these core questions
is the fundamental conviction and working framework that power and political
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relationships do not reside, accumulate, or concentrate only within formal state
institutions or their officials. In other words, our endeavour does not avoid the
political in order to resort to ostensibly apolitical areas of inquiry or alternative
academic disciplines such as cultural anthropology and psychology. Rather, we
try to be as broad-minded as possible in accounting for the field and the workings
of power relations.

Understood broadly, authoritarianism, just like democracy, is not a state of
being or ‘system’ that operates in a clearly demarcated territory, space or
institution. Authoritarianism is understood here as a set of diffuse relationships
both in the public and private spheres, where power is never totally concentrated
on a single person or group—as it may occasionally appear— and without legal
or moral accountability to the public. By no means is this either uniquely Asian
or an exceptionalism. While the phenomenon may have broader validity, it is
particularly relevant in studies of post-colonial societies, Indonesia and Malaysia
included, where the modern nation-state is fairly novel and unevenly
institutionalized across the body politic.

Consequently, our research has yielded a series of in-depth, nuanced, and
polyphonic narratives of specific areas and issues rather than a consistent breadth
of inter-regional comparative analyses. In contrast to familiar political and
politico-economic analyses where democracy, development and authoritarianism
are most rigorously discussed, and where they acquire some of their dogmatic
senses, the current study seeks to investigate more qualitative and less tangible
dimensions of social phenomena. Instead of working with the given definitions
and decidedly taxonomic boxes of ‘authoritarianism’ and ‘democracy’, or seeking
alternatives between the two as well as desirable modifiers and designators (like
‘soft authoritarianism’ or ‘semi-democracy’), the chapters that follow assess and
comment on the qualities of authoritarian subjecthood, social relations, practices
and structures, as well as those of its democratic counterparts in today’s Malaysia
and Indonesia. These are things that are constantly, as Alatas puts it, in ‘a state of
flux and uncertainty’ (Alatas 1997:164).

This book does not offer a single answer to a single question. It asks several
but highly inter-related questions about the conditions of, possibility for, and
observable practices of challenging authoritarianism in Indonesia and Malaysia
in the late 1990s. It considers these questions from several angles and recognizes
the contrasts and connections between them. The questions raised in this book do
not come straightforwardly from the dominant discourses of social change in the
established social sciences and humanities in the West. While all contributors in
this collection are trained in the West, and continue to be engaged with global
intellectual exchanges, nearly all spent their formative years within the contexts
of the social transformations they analyse. Nearly all have had several years of
direct and active involvement with the organizations and activities they describe
in their chapters.

For these reasons this book is rare among its kind. The central questions it raises
and the answers it attempts to offer do not descend directly from the exogenous
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logic and imperatives of academic production from outside the societies it studies.
Chapters in this book arise from years of personal practical engagements,
grounded analytical reflection, serious doubts, and a series of intellectual
dialogues with Western-based social sciences and humanities. It is an inductive
venture with a commitment to an open exploration that is full of uncertainties.
While each chapter makes the painful but necessary compromises of analysis and
reporting to be able to communicate effectively with some focus, each rejects easy
reductionism or succumbing to the high abstraction characteristic of hegemonic
global academic practices,

In keeping with the scholarly directions described above, Mary Louise Pratt
offers an illuminating critique of Western theory. She argues against its tendency
to generalize as this can reduce heterogeneity. Good theory is conventionally
‘understood as the ability to explain a maximum range of cases with a minimum
number of axioms’ (Pratt 1998:430). In place of this kind of theorizing, she offers
the approach of scholars studying new social movements in Latin America who
‘have been challenged to conceive of social formations as constituted by (rather
than in spite of) heterogeneity and to reconceive social bonding as constituted by
(rather than in spite of) difference’ (Pratt 1998:431). In the course of her argument,
she relates this alternative theoretical perspective to the very diversification of
academic knowledge itself.

Pratt suggests that the single most important task facing scholars is expanding
and deepening the idea of democracy when ‘neoliberal discourse has forcibly
emptied it of meaning, until the mere presence of elections remains its lone
defining characteristic’ (Pratt 1998:434). The perspective advanced here is echoed
by Budianta in her chapter in this book when she articulates—citing Chantal
Mouffe—democracy as a subversive discourse, and again by Mandal in the claims
made by working class social actors to the arts as an egalitarian social space. These
and other chapters in the book problematize democracy as a social process in
pluralist and heterogeneous terms through the study of a variety of social actors
within particular historical and social contexts.

Beyond the authoritarianism/democracy axis

As stated earlier, most comparative observations of Indonesia and Malaysia take
the form of partial and passing statements in works devoted to Southeast Asia as
a whole, or in collections of essays devoted to specific countries in the region. The
best work on the subject to date remains the seminal study by Harold Crouch
(1985).19 It is a structuralist analysis of the relationship between economic
development and political structure after Barrington Moore (1966) that establishes
the classical model for most studies of development and democracy in ‘Third
World’, ‘developing’, ‘post-colonial’, or ‘South’ countries.!! More recent works
of similar or related perspectives, including the rare collection of essays co-edited
by Hewison et al. (1993), have been critically and insightfully reviewed by Jacques
Bertrand (1998). Like the pioneering book by Alatas (1997), Bertrand’s essay falls
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victim to the historic transformations that have been taking place in Indonesia and
Malaysia since 1998, rendering it outdated too quickly.

From the perspective of this book, what is missing from many conventional
politico-economic analyses is a consideration of the complex and dynamic
workings of power beyond formal institutions—especially the state apparatus.
Most of these studies are centred on the political elite and formal institutions. Of
late, attempts have been made with varying levels of success to move away from
the state and formal political institutions in order to examine the disparate pockets
of challenges to authoritarianism in Asia. These include Garry Rodan’s mostly
pessimistic edited collection (1996) and three more optimistic works, namely
Anders Uhlin on democratization in Indonesia (1997), Robert Hefner (2000), and
Krishna Sen and David Hill (2000). More immediately relevant and intellectually
challenging is Vincent Boudreau’s post-Reformasi analysis of Indonesian
democratization (1999), where the latter is compared rather disparagingly with
the people’s power movement in the Philippines which ended President Ferdinand
Marcos’ authoritarian rule in February 1986.

With few exceptions such as Boudreau (1999), societies in many of these
usually politico-economic analyses are portrayed as building blocks that are
reducible to a few definitions and conceptual frameworks. These societies are
dissected as if they must and will undergo a more or less unilineal trajectory from
underdevelopment to development, from tradition to modernity, from feudalism
to capitalism, from authoritarianism to democracy. Such analyses differ in
assessing the levels of failure or success of these societies to democratize and the
possible reasons, leading the analysts to suggest a variety of typologies.
Democracy is almost always assumed to be fundamentally unproblematic in
principle. It is also assumed to be achieved once and for all in the West without
any serious problems, and it is the best possible ideal for the rest of human history.
Empirical details and quantitative data are often constructed in abundance in an
objectivist style, as dictated by the chosen theoretical framework, and presented
in order to defend abstract arguments that are far-reaching in claims but too narrow
to accommodate the complexities of the phenomena they purport to describe. An
example of such comparative works on democratization in the countries under
study is Neher and Marlay (1995).

In several of these studies, one finds sophistication. However, not infrequently
it is the sophistication of conceptual abstractions and analyses that resonates in
mathematics, engineering, or chemistry—as if social entities and relations are
comparable to figures or chemical substances, accompanied by reductionism and
simplifications of social aspects that are considered given, unproblematic, or
insignificant from the chosen theoretical position.!> One target of such
reductionism and simplification is ‘culture’ while another is social ‘identity’. To
name but one poor outcome of such reductionism, we need only consider the scant
reflection informing the use of such terms as ‘race’ in reigning perspectives on
Malaysia. Typically, party political and socially-based notions of ‘race’ are taken
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as unproblematic reflections of social and cultural realities in the country (Mandal
forthcoming).

Apparently these problems are not the failure of individual scholars, but
indicative of something more systematic. The ‘regnant’ paradigm in studies of
Southeast Asia has been largely resistant to change (McVey 1995) and mostly
focused on contributing to the success of modernization and nation-building. In
addition, we must also take into account the early and important observation of
the American political scientist Donald Emmerson (1984), who argued that
Southeast Asia is an externally constructed political entity that came to
prominence only around the Second World War (alongside the heavy presence of
the United States’ military as well as the prolific production of analyses by North
American political scientists). Academic studies from this formative period
largely take the nation-state and international relations as their main units of
analyses. Anthropological studies that have had a longer engagement with the
region, and have been more sensitive to the more vernacular, localized, intra-and
cross-national boundaries, were marginalized.

Our task is definitely not simply to bring back anthropological studies of the
past as Emmerson (1984) suggests, because ‘culture’ as understood and practised
in the regnant anthropological perspectives has been equally problematic (see
Kahn 1993:6-21). To put it crudely, formal categories such as ‘economy’,
‘politics’ and ‘culture’ have too often been reified to represent discrete social
relations. So often, when culture is inserted into such political analysis, it is
conceived to be a static, often essentialist, form or substance that belongs
exclusively to one definable community. In other words, this is a conception of
culture that does not exist in most contemporary works where culture is central
and problematized (for instance in contemporary cultural studies, post-
structuralism, and studies of the media and identity politics, to name a few).

Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd emphasize culture as a site that offers political
possibilities ‘when a cultural formation comes into contradiction with economic
or political logics that try to refunction it for exploitation or domination’ (Lowe
and Lloyd 1997:1). These authors posit the notion of the ‘social’ as a terrain where
the political, cultural and economic relate to each other. Such insight helps frame
the efforts in the chapters that follow to articulate the political ‘productivity’ of
non-traditional actors and actions. Both the Malaysian and Indonesian states have
articulated an official culture where economics, politics and culture have come to
be regarded as strictly separate domains. Many of the challenges to
authoritarianism analyzed in this book arise from the intersection of these
ostensibly separate domains, significantly in the conjuncture of the cultural and
the political. It is precisely this point of intersection that has mobilized some
scholars of Latin America ‘to draw attention to how social movements operate at
the interface of culture and politics’ (Alvarez et al. 1998:xi). Further, these
scholars ‘contest the often-made claim that the “political”’significance of social
movements has receded with the return of formal, electoral democracy to much
of Latin America’. In keeping with Lowe and Lloyd, they articulate ‘how the
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“cultural”struggles of social movements over meanings and representations are
deeply entangled with their struggles for rights and economic and political-
institutional power’.

In any case, the uses of culture in voluminous works under the rubric of
development studies and modernization, and more recently Asian miracles’, have
accentuated the so-called ‘culturalist approach’ to political change (e.g. Vatikiotis
1996; Antlov and Ngo 2000). This approach, in turn, becomes too easy a target
for those more inclined towards positivism (e.g. Alatas 1997: 20-1). Meanwhile,
‘culture’ and ‘power’ as developed in ‘cultural studies’ appear to have minimal
dialogues, if any, with scholars of democratization and authoritarianism in
Indonesia and Malaysia. This book attempts to make a contribution to fill this gap.
13

Partly in reaction to Samuel Huntington’s controversial thesis of the ‘third wave
of democratization’ (1991), many students of democratization in the 1990s
strongly reject any temptations to assume any simple correlation between
economic growth and democratization. Similarly, they reject the notion that the
decline of an authoritarian regime will necessarily lead to durable democratization.
Despite this general tendency, studies of democratization in Southeast Asia to date
appear to fall short of the theoretical rigour and comparative perspectives of their
counterparts in Latin America and post-Communist Eastern Europe. Unlike the
majority of works on Southeast Asia that operate within the bipolar framework of
authoritarianism versus democracy and are preoccupied with types of regimes,
major studies on Latin America probe the more subtle and challenging questions
about the conditions and qualities of the processes toward consolidated democracy
(see Martz 1997).

This book was prepared with a broad view that questions of social change
generally and more specifically in Southeast Asia should not be reduced to
arguments about the types of authoritarianism or democratization. Neither should
we concentrate on the purely programmatic and predictive question of how
authoritarian trends and dispositions in Indonesia and Malaysia give way to more
democratic structures, agencies and practices. Such questions are indisputably
important and worth pursuing. Nevertheless, the admittedly dormant stage of
critical studies of political change in Indonesia and Malaysia suggests others. We
believe there are many other and equally important questions about social agents
and practices in predominantly authoritarian circumstances that lie beyond the
confines of formal political institutions and economic performance.

The foregoing suggests that two different major areas of enquiry demand more
serious attention. The first is a critical re-examination of the already hegemonic
concept of ‘democratization’. The other is a broader and more in-depth
ethnography of political agencies, practices and institutions beyond the historical
dominance of studies of ‘transition from authoritarianism to democracy’. Rodan
warns of the danger ‘that new forms of political organization and reconstitutions
of state-society relations which do not correspond with the liberal democratic
model will escape adequate identification and analysis’ (Rodan 1996:5).
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Rendering the effectiveness, innovativeness and subtleties of the social actors in
question thus requires attention to nuanced discourses and practices to register
their political value. This book attempts a few exploratory steps in this direction.

The chapters

The next six chapters share a number of perspectives. Challenges and responses
to authoritarianism are presented in their variety. State and capital form both the
object and partial sites of resistance by democratic struggles, thus rendering
inevitable contradictions and predicaments. All the chapters discuss particular
social forces whose work is nonetheless nearly always in conjunction with a broad
range of individuals and groups. These chapters also show that authoritarianism
need not end with the removal of the autocrat in power—Suharto in this instance
—just as it may not be solely attributed to the same. Authoritarianism persists in
a variety of ways despite the greater mobility that is evident in certain areas such
as the increased freedom of expression in Indonesia after 1998. Several forms of
liberalization emerge as common phenomena following the fall of authoritarian
regimes, but they do not in themselves necessarily lead to the formation of long-
lasting democratization. The chapters consider in some depth how middle class
intellectuals, non-governmental actors, workers, Islamic activists, women and arts
workers respond to transitional political moments, and how they find themselves
entangled and disentangled with profound challenges, old and new. A brief
description of each helps in assessing the overall argument of the book.

In the following chapter, Heryanto shows that the middle classes need not
necessarily be dismissed—as many scholars believe—as oppositional social
actors. Given certain historical conditions, in this instance shaped by the early
stages of a rapid and large-scale expansion of industrialization, elements of
Indonesia’s middle classes can and have played important roles in the
democratization of politics and society. However, as Heryanto emphasizes, not
all their actions and values are inherent to the class; these are not only the result
of the selflessness and virtuosity by which journalists and academics have been
mythologized but the consequence of historical experiences. The key point made
in his chapter applies to the rest: industrialization under the authoritarian
governments of Indonesia and Malaysia has brought about distinct historical
conditions whose constraints and possibilities must be assessed anew in any
examination of social actors.

Kelly’s study of industrial zones peripheral to the national capitals shows how
much the history, social institutions and cultural orientations of an industrializing
locality shape the kind of civil society that is formed. Kelly compares NGOs in
two rather radically different contexts in terms of infrastructural development,
social composition, historical influences and interconnectedness with the world—
Penang in Malaysia and Batam in Indonesia. Yet both these geographical
peripheries to the capital have been areas of rapid industrial growth, attracted a
youthful work force from around the country, grown largely from foreign
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investment, and importantly, gained economically as a result of state intervention
in facilitating the entry of global capital. However, the kind of authoritarian state
intervention in each case has been quite different. Kelly describes Penang as
administered by a bureaucratic authoritarianism with some localization of political
power. Batam on the other hand had been until the late 1990s under the centralized
and militaristic authoritarianism of the New Order. Kelly argues that there is little
uniformity in civil society formation as a consequence of industrialization. He
extrapolates from here that there is not necessarily a common sense to the
conceptualization of civil society as well as its relationship to ‘democracy’ or
‘development’ in this regard.

As Kelly observes for NGOs, Vedi R.Hadiz sees the trajectory of workers’
activism in no simple or predictable manner. Hadiz argues that the exclusion from
political life of labour—by employing militaristic force in Indonesia and by
institutional means in Malaysia—has made it difficult for workers to form a
cohesive and independent counterweight to the state in these countries. As aresult,
he concludes that workers have not been well positioned to shape ‘the agenda of
the reform movement dominated by political actors organically unconnected to
the labour movement’. Importantly, his argument rests not on the exclusionary
practice of authoritarianism in one country alone but on the globalization process.
Although globalization’s consequences have been contradictory, multi-national
corporations have been able to press for restrictions on workers’ organizational
activities. Yet, transnational labour solidarities have been slow in the making.
Hadiz notes for instance the absence of efforts by Malaysian trade unionists to
defend the rights of Indonesian migrant workers. In the past, unofficial organizing
vehicles without clear structures were advantageous in dealing with state
repression, but Hadiz feels that it is unclear if these can develop into effective
institutions in the post-Suharto era. He concludes by emphasizing the need for
workers to develop ‘the capacity for self-organization’ in order to influence
society, politics and the economy.

Locating her analysis within complex political and structural constraints,
Norani Othman argues that the democratization of Islamic politics and society has
been at the forefront of the agenda of Muslim activists in Malaysia and Indonesia,
in keeping with post-colonial trends in Islamic countries worldwide. Her argument
is sensitive to the global currents in the politics of Islam that both states have been
forced to recognize and to which they have had to respond. Islamization in this
regard is part of a complex process of social change and not the adoption of an
ideological orientation alone. Othman argues that the response of the state to the
complex phenomenon of Islamization has been short-sighted. Specifically,
Mahathir invited Anwar to join the ruling cabinet to appease Islamic
organizational interests and initiated a number of policies that led to the
Islamization of laws and social practices. Given elite-led efforts to shape the
Islamization process, the democratization of Islamic politics and society appear
to lie in the same hands. While she believes that the Reformasi years have brought
to the forefront Islamic notions on democratic alternatives, it is unclear to her if
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this development will shape the existing Islamic movements in the region in a
substantive and long-lasting manner.

In contrast with Othman’s Malaysia, Budianta sees women social actors in
Indonesia contributing vital challenges to the existing gendered character of social
relations as well as its divisive ethnic and religious tendencies. She argues that
efforts by women activists to broaden the social and class basis of participation
in political life—defined in novel and generous terms, has consequences far more
meaningful than the emergence of women leaders such as Megawati Sukarnoputri
in elite politics. While the rise in women’s activism during the Reformasi period
may have been plagued by problems of organizational cohesion, the
democratization of politics was advanced in significant ways. Budianta’s focus is
on the less structured women’s organizations that mobilized across different social
strata with increased vigour in response to the regional economic crisis and in
challenging authoritarianism. Individuals and groups of women both in Malaysia
and Indonesia were moved to act as a result of humanitarian concern following
the deleterious effects of the economic crisis as well as the long-standing state
violence, especially as it impinged on the bodies of women. Her work thus
reconfigures the political, and shows how women from different strata became
politicized in meaningful ways by such means as ‘milk politics’, when initially
they had been fearful or sceptical of women’s activist groups and ‘politics’. Given
this context, Budianta sees women’s activism as not feminist alone but as
democratic movements in themselves, hence her preference for the syncretic term
‘feminist democratic’ activism.

Mandal takes a broad-based approach in articulating the shape and substance
of the engagements of activist arts workers. He makes the claim that activist arts
workers cross many social boundaries—including class, religion, ethnicity, and
gender—and have been collectively, though not necessarily cooperatively,
producing significant aesthetic engagements with authoritarianism. Skilled in the
modulation of symbols, they work with other social actors in addressing the
inequities and repression under authoritarianism. To evaluate arts workers by some
measure of ‘direct’ oppositional productivity would be a mistake. Activist art
practices are shown through selected cases to be significant in developing critical
perspectives from below in engaging authoritarianism. More immediate to the
Reformasi movements, arts practices were critical in the lead up, crisis, transition,
and aftermath of political change through such actions as the repossession of public
space—a symbolic act of significance discussed in the chapter.

On the whole, the chapters support the idea that social analyses need to be broad
based, self-critical, sensitive to practices, and capable of representing difference
in order to be relevant. Reflecting the textured and differentiated social and
political sphere, the chapters of the book intersect and interrogate each other with
the hope that as a whole they provide a perspective on the dynamics and prospects
of the challenges to authoritarianism that have taken place and are emerging. In
different ways, these chapters also explore some of the fundamental limits that
such prospects will have to confront in the long term.
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Notes

One respected scholar writes: ‘Indonesia is still a far cry from genuine democracy,
...But yet somewhere deep inside I am optimistic, especially since most people that
I talk to in Indonesia see the opportunities...the future of democracy in Indonesia
depends more upon how attractive and effective a new, more participatory,
democracy can be made to the people—especially the elite—and less on the
prevalence of certain “Asian”values’ (Antlov 2000:221).

For a review, see a series of articles under the theme ‘Debating the Transition
Paradigm’ in Journal of Democracy, 13 (2), July 2002.

For a slightly different, but comparable, situation in Burma see Alamgir (1997); and
for China and Taiwan see Shi (2000).

By no means is this meant to be a survey of the literature. A few references are made
only for illustrative purposes. Even then, only those published after the eventful year
of 1998 and directly relevant to the issues under discussion are considered.

For a broader but brief history of Indonesia from about 5,000 years ago to the post-
Suharto period, see Cribb (1999). For a more comprehensive history of Indonesia,
see Ricklefs (1981). For Malaysia’s history, see Crouch (1996) and Milne and Mauzy
(1999).

Malaysia as it is known today was constituted only in 1965 with the inclusion of the
states of Sabah and Sarawak and the exclusion of Singapore.

Under President Suharto, the New Order state periodically used the Anti-Subversion
Law and ‘Defamation’ penal codes to detain and prosecute opposition figures (see
Heryanto 1993a). What distinguishes the use of this Law from Malaysia’s ISA is
the general absence of an attempt by New Order officials to present their cases with
legal credibility. Notwithstanding this difference of style, the effects of such state
repression in the two countries may not be that different, namely inculcating
widespread fear among the population. In response to the popular resentment towards
the Anti-Subversion Law, New Order officials contemplated revising it and crafting
something similar to the ISA of Malaysia (and Singapore). In 1999, partly in an
attempt to consolidate his power and legitimacy, President Habibie scrapped the
Anti-Subversion Law. However, to the dismay of many Reformasi-minded
Indonesians, in the same year a new set of laws was proposed, that gave considerable
power to the military and President to suppress internal and external threats in matters
affecting ‘state security’.

For an illuminating discussion of this, see R. Young (1990:1-20). ‘There has to be
some “other’—no master without a slave, no economic-political power without
exploitation, no dominant class without cattle under the yoke, no
“Frenchmen”without wogs, no Nazis without Jews...” (Cixous, cited in R. Young
1990:2-3).

At least two highly innovative and original articles have explored problems of
identity politics as mediated by the globalized Internet in response to the 1998
violence in Indonesia, see Lochore (2000) and Tay (2000).

As this book went to press, the news about the publication of Case (2002) came to
our attention, but there was insufficient time to consider its relevance here.
According to such a perspective, social, economic and political change in the last
one or two hundred years follows ‘the reaction of [the] land-holding elites to the
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prospects of agrarian commercialization’ (Crouch 1985:3) and industrialization. For
more, see Moore (1966).

Of course, most writings and academic genres are guilty of similar symbolic
violence. The difference, however, lies in the degree of explicit admission and
selfreflexivity incorporated in these activities.

Scholars of Thai democratization have engaged in more dialogues with
postmodernism, see for instance Tejapira (1996) and Callahan (1998).
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Public intellectuals, media and
democratization
Cultural politics of the middle classes in Indonesia

Ariel Heryanto

The phenomenal growth of the so-called urban middle classes in many Asian
societies, following the sustained capitalist industrialization of the last quarter of
the twentieth century, has been well documented. Beyond that general observation,
however, we have a sea of unresolved debates about the new phenomenon,
including the precise nature of the so-called middle classes, ways of studying them,
and their qualitative significance to ‘democratization’ (itself no less popular and
no less problematic). Cognizant of the complexity of the subject matter, this
chapter focuses on a fairly narrow topic and scope. The bulk of it is devoted to
two empirical cases where middle class politics, in particular economic and socio-
cultural settings in industrializing Indonesia, made a significant contribution to
the development of broad challenges to the New Order authoritarian regime (1966—
98). Comparisons with the situation of neighbouring Malaysia will be offered from
time to time to sharpen the issues.

Two main arguments will frame the ensuing discussion. Firstly, under certain
circumstances middle class public intellectuals in post-colonies can take the most
active role in the process of democratization, though by no means are they
consistently or universally important agents of history. The specific circumstances
for this active role can be described as social instability in the post-colony during
the early stages of a sustained and expansive capitalist industrialization. These
changes are significant in that they undermine the familiar ways of doing things,
but they are not extensive and powerful enough to establish a new social order.
Some features of capitalist industrial production and consumption are dominant,
but they do not occupy a hegemonic position in moral, cultural or ideological
spheres. It is neither possible nor necessary to characterize the political traits and
ideological orientation of the middle classes in a static, sweeping, monolithic or
deterministic formulation. Various segments within the middle classes, with
diverse and changing attitudes, respond differently to the plural processes of
democratization (Koo 1991:486, 495, 499) that are also inherently contradictory
(Goldfarb 1998:6-8).

Secondly, in view of the arguments above, it is worthwhile examining in detail
the dynamics of middle class cultural politics at a micro level, without losing sight
of the greater (national and global) structures that enable and impose certain limits
on the possibilities of this social dynamics. This chapter will not present the big
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picture of the capitalist industrializations of Indonesia and Malaysia, or show how
they affect the lives of people under discussion. Such a broad picture has been
well documented by others,! and will remain in the background of the two events
in Indonesia to be discussed below. The ensuing discussion will focus on structures
and agents at a micro level in order to offer the argument that a democratic
transition in post-colonies is effective when democratization-friendly
consciousness, ideas, practices and institutions have already found fertile ground
in various forms, including in offices, schools, families, or social organizations.
As Wright notes, some of the most systematic theories on social classes, such as
those developed by Marxists, have been built upon ‘highly abstract macro-
structural concept[s]” (Wright 1989:275-6). There is a need to examine the
dialectics between ‘the ways in which macro-structural contexts constrain micro-
level processes, and the ways in which the micro-level choices and strategies of
individuals can effect macro-structural arrangements’ (Wright 1989:276).

The question of the middle classes

The problematic terms ‘middle classes’ and ‘intellectuals’ are interchangeable in
the public discourse of the societies under discussion. This and the following
sections will be devoted to discussing some of the problems with these terms and
understanding why in Indonesia and Malaysia these problems are often
misrecognized and the terms interchangeable.

Opposing but equally problematic views have been dominant in the studies of
middle classes in Southeast Asia. Some hold the view that the middle classes in
these societies are or should be morally superior and necessarily progressive.
Others dismiss them as essentially conservative and hopelessly opportunistic. A
detailed review of the Indonesian and Malaysian middle classes is proper here,
but beyond the urgency of the present chapter.? For the case at hand it is necessary
to mention certain common drawbacks in the discussions of the Indonesian middle
classes.

First, there has been a strong assumption that the middle classes constitute
objective and empirical entities that exist independently of the theoretical
constructions of the observers (Crouch 1985; Mackie 1990; Robison 1986).
Quantitative measurements of their size, their wealth and properties, levels of
education, or their mobility give some appearance of their tangible existence.
Sometimes empirical descriptions of their lifestyles are presented in great detail
(Dick 1985; Oetomo 1989). While such figures and descriptions make interesting
reading, they contribute little to understanding the nature of the middle classes.
At worst, they mislead us by equating particular individuals, groups, social
institutions, activities, or lifestyles, brands of consumer goods, and cultural tastes
with qualities of middle class-ness in an essentialist and ahistorical manner. Like
other classes, middle classes are in the final analysis an arguable conceptual
construct, referring to a non-tangible entity: an element of a social structure.
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Other commentators, tired of the difficulty of reaching a minimally agreed
definition of the middle classes, decide to throw out the whole concept, or to
declare that no ‘genuine’ middle classes exist in Indonesia. Anti-communism,
which swept the region during the Cold War, has been responsible for the poverty
of class analyses in Indonesian and Malaysian studies today. In part the situation
is also the result of the dominance of empiricism with a heavy dose of the social
sciences developed in the USA in the post-war years.

The second set of major drawbacks in the literature on Indonesian middle classes
derives from the fact that until quite recently there has been a widely accepted but
problematic notion of ‘middle class’ in the singular. The works of Erik Olin Wright
(1987, 1989) and others (e.g. Abercrombie and Urry 1983) helped scholars to
recognize the importance of recognizing the concept in the plural: middle classes.
This is not only a matter of numbers, size or variation. Middle classes consist not
only of different but also contradictory elements. There can be progressive middle
classes as well as very conservative, opportunistic or apathetic ones in the same
nation-state for various reasons that are historically specific. To further complicate
matters, each segment of these classes may give different political responses at
different moments in the complex dynamics of democratization. Democratization
can be as plural as the middle classes (Koo 1991:486).

The pluralist notion of contradictory middle classes is especially helpful for
discussions on Indonesia and Malaysia, where an industrial capitalism that has
polarized classes into sharper relief has also been complicated by other social
divisions on the basis of ethnic and religious differences, that in turn have erupted
in protracted conflicts in several islands in Indonesia since the late 1990s (see
Bertrand 2001). Understandably, the significance of the multiple identities is
closely examined in all the chapters of this book. In contrast to the overly romantic
popular myths about the selfless, truth-seeking and democratically-inclined
middle classes in public discourses, scholarly discussions (especially among
foreign specialists) on the Indonesian middle classes have been predominantly
discouraging or disparaging. However, this has not always been presented in a
disapproving manner.? This dominant view has been commonly shared by a wide
range of scholars who may strongly disagree with each other on other issues. At
one extreme is William Liddle, the anti-Marxian and American liberal-pluralist
political scientist who admired the achievements of Suharto’s militarist New
Order, and believed as did the regime that the middle classes were quite happy to
support it (see Liddle 1990). At the other extreme is Richard Robison, Australian
political-economist and one of the first scholars to attempt a Marxian analysis of
the New Order’s capitalist industrialization. Until recently (Robison 1996:84-8),
he has been very dismissive in his assessments of the political orientation of the
Indonesian middle classes (Robison 1986,1990).

At least three problematic reasons are commonly presented to dismiss the
significance of middle class politics. Some argue that the middle classes are too
small in number to be able to affect any major social change (as if world history
suggests that social changes hinge on numerical difference). They also point out
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that the Indonesian middle classes are too dependent on state patronage,
opportunistic and selfish (as if historical changes have always been led by virtuous
heroes, and other social classes, including Western middle classes, are selfless).
In addition, they note that Indonesia’s industrialization does not mimic Europe’s
experience (as if it should). Finally, equating or comparing contemporary Asian
middle classes with the emergent bourgeoisie of Europe in the early period of
industrialization, some observers declare the Indonesian middle classes to be
politically hopeless because the business class under the New Order was
predominantly of Chinese descent and therefore pariah. Largely uninterested in
or uninformed of cultural politics, these observers disregard the politics of student
movements and public intellectuals who constitute a numerically insignificant
group.

In what follows, my reference to middle classes is consciously responsive to
the dominant views outlined above. While admitting that no term such as ‘middle
classes’ can possibly represent a tangible, clearly-bounded and unchanging entity,
I contend that the use of the term is provisionally defensible. It is both a popular
term that has significance in the societies under study and a useful social scientific
construct, derived (however imperfectly) from empirically observable practices
and embodiments of social structures. The concept accommodates plural identities
and practices, some more progressive than others, that change and oscillate with
time, as shown in Chapters 6 and 7. What all variants of the middle classes share
in common (without which they cannot be designated as middle classes at all) are
their orientation towards any combination of these: urban residence; modern
occupations and education; and cultural tastes, which manifest most vividly, but
not exclusively, in consumer lifestyles. Economically, these people occupy
positions distinct from those that roughly fit the general conception of the working
classes, as well as those who extract the greatest advantage in the existing social
order by virtue of their enormous economic or bureaucratic power.* While the
economic dimension is important, as Joel Kahn (1996b) insightfully reminds us,
itis insufficient as the sole measure of the qualities of the middle classes, especially
its more politically active elements.’

The majority of journalists, university students and lecturers, artists, lawyers,
non-governmental organization (NGO) activists and many others in contemporary
Indonesia and Malaysia have been frequently identified as middle classes. The
reference to the temporal and spatial specificities is crucial as we do not want to
relate class positions in an ahistorical and abstract manner. The same social groups
have also become the central, if not near monopolistic, referents of the term
‘intellectuals’ for reasons that I will discuss further in the next section.
Economically, post-colonial journalists and academics may occupy a set of
positions not very different from other salaried professionals, including mid-
ranking state officials and mid-ranking military officers. Culturally and politically,
however, there is an important difference between the two groups of middle
classes. Journalists, academics or artists work mainly in the production of
authorized symbols (words and images). They are expected or assumed to work
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with some degree of autonomy, innovation, integrity, creativity and occasionally
subversion. Because of these expectations, they distinguish themselves (and are
distinguished by others) from military officers, state officials or professionals in
commerce, for whom other qualities are more commonly expected or claimed.

Thus, the notion of ‘middle classes’ in this chapter is more than an economic
category. This chapter focuses on specific segments within the middle classes who
dominate the production of intellectual and cultural works, and dominate the
position of being public ‘intellectuals’. Both ‘middle classes’ and ‘intellectuals’
in the ensuing discussion are better understood as discursive, ideological and
mythical concepts, rather than being purely empirical descriptions of some
biologically existing individuals with specific names, professions, consumption
patterns or institutional affiliations. The next section will elaborate on the
economic as well as cultural elements of this ideological construct. Different social
classes are in a way comparable to the names of colours, Colours exist in the real
world and in the minds of their observers, but their differences are not as clear-cut
as what their observers see and name. Like other important concepts, the term
middle classes is both the product and producer of the various social identities,
institutions and practices that they purport to describe.

Post-colonial public intellectuals

In contrast to many Western scholars’ dismissal of the Indonesian or Malaysian
middle classes, for better or worse most societies outside the bourgeois-hegemonic
and liberal-democratic societies of the capitalist ‘West’” tend to accord
considerable moral authority to middle class ‘intellectuals’. Indonesia and
Malaysia are no exception. The basis of these intellectuals’ authority varies from
the religious and artistic to the secular scientific domains. In contemporary
Indonesia and Malaysia some of them are involved in journalism, academia, the
arts or religious leadership.

Admittedly, the above is a broad generalization. Respect for and myths about
high intellectualism in the capitalist industrialized West vary significantly, with
France at one extreme where intellectuals enjoy a relatively high stature for their
elitist abstract philosophy. In Britain and the USA on the other hand the populist
intellectualism is more prominent (Goldfarb 1998: 8). Likewise there seems to be
a stronger myth of and a stronger pressure for intellectual activism in contemporary
Indonesia than Malaysia—as noted also in Chapter 5—for reasons that need not
detain us here.® The degree of state officials’ suspicion of intellectuals and the
intellectuals’ (self-)respect varies among Asian countries, capitalist and socialist
alike. Even within a single nation-state, the status of intellectuals is never static.
Not all academics, lawyers, artists or journalists have gained equal public
recognition as ‘intellectuals’ because of their different ‘performances’.
Notwithstanding these variations, it is useful to make the broad generalization
above for reasons that shall soon be evident.
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Unlike members of the ruling bloc, intellectuals must maintain some distance
—at least in public appearance—from the most powerful and wealthy social
groups in their societies. The degree of their credibility and authority depends on
some meaningful detachment from activities that appear to primarily generate
material and non-material rewards. This public persona is precisely what
distinguishes them from the state bureaucrat or emergent business class whose
wealth or income may not be significantly different. However, this distance from
the politically and economically most powerful is never total or extreme.
Intellectuals often enjoy a comfortable life and protection, provided either directly
by the most powerful and wealthiest in society, or indirectly by the social order
that delivers privileges to them.

Like everyone else, intellectuals in post-colonies are not necessarily wary of
gaining wealth and power. What distinguishes them from the rest is the necessity
of a general claim and the recognition of their commitment to the pursuance of
truth, justice, ethics or beauty above all else. Such commitments should appear to
stand firm against compromises for self-interest and worldly material rewards.
Thus, there is always an inherent need to deny their privileged status, self-interest
or desire for recognition, and occasionally misrecognition of their secret desire
for power and wealth.

Unlike the subaltern, post-colonial intellectuals do not sell their manual labour
in order to survive. They do not have to work on a permanent basis in the most
dangerous, dirty and difficult working environments out of the dull compulsion
to survive. Some of them do so voluntarily, and for this they usually reap public
awe, special recognition and considerable respect, if not handsome material
rewards. This is not to suggest that everything they do is consciously self-serving.
Rather, to work effectively, middle class activists have to operate in public; their
heroic voluntarism often attracts public admiration, if not more. Hence the phrase
‘public intellectuals’. If this activism proves to be too difficult, the activists can
always decide to ‘go home’ to their comfortable and middle class living conditions
(see Chapter 5). Despite being distinct from the subaltern, intellectuals must
appear to identify themselves with the latter. They are subalternists, not subalterns.
7

Two ironies are commonly inherent in post-colonial subject positions such as
those in Indonesia and Malaysia. First, intellectuals gain their authority by virtue
of the difficulties they endure from the repressive measures of the governments
towards attempts to undermine such authority. As many Indonesians have come
to learn, government bans often promote rather than suppress the circulation and
sale of literary, artistic or journalistic works and the fame of those who produce
them. The extraordinary stature of the novelist Pramoedya Ananta Toer is to some
important degree attributable to the enormous perseverance of the novelist during
the seemingly endless repression meted out against him by successive regimes in
Indonesia. Fully cognizant of this, the Malaysian government decided not to ban
the novel Shit by the national laureate Shannon Ahmad, though it was a satirical
attack on Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad (see Chen 1999; Krishnan 1999;
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Chapter 7). Detention in police custody often generates respect and boosts the
credentials of young activists among Indonesian students.®

The second irony is that intellectuals function to undermine and challenge the
status quo that gives them their privileged status and authority. While dogs do not
bite the hand that feeds them, as the aphorism goes, intellectuals in post-colonies
are expected to do so. At the least, they have to claim or pretend to want to bite
hard enough. Whether or not individual intellectuals do, and when they do so, is
open to debate. As such, the privileged position of post-colonial intellectuals is
not recognizable simply in structural politico-economic analysis. Their
significance has also been consistently noted and mystified in the public memory
and official narratives.

The responses to major events in Indonesia and Malaysia towards the turn of
the millennium are a case in point. When Malaysia’s Deputy Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim was stripped of his power in September 1998, many observers
wondered whether events in Malaysia would follow the example of Indonesia and
lead to the fall of another long-serving head of state, Mahathir. Although the
answers were different, many subscribed to the familiar logic of economic
determinism, arguing that Malaysia’s ability to survive the post-1997 economic
difficulties helped stabilize the nation, protect the status quo, and undermine
populist attempts to challenge the Prime Minister. Many predicted that the middle
classes in Kuala Lumpur would not risk losing the benefits that the status quo
offered, regardless of how angry they felt with the incumbent government or how
sympathetic they were to Anwar. In more or less the same period, Indonesian
student movements were widely celebrated for being partially responsible for the
political shake-up that led to the historic resignation of President Suharto, the
longest-reigning head of an authoritarian capitalist state. Curiously, however,
there has been no systematic attempt to explain what drove or empowered these
audacious young urbanites. In fact, in the preceding years, student activists had
been similarly and consistently dismissed in mainstream analyses of Indonesian
politics.

The histories of both societies have been more complex and colourful than
dominant views suggest. For several months in late 1998, thousands of Malaysians
took to the streets in confrontation with state security forces. However, they did
not do so at all costs or for the long-term. After they withdrew from street
confrontation in early 1999, it was far from clear whether they had given up such
political activism altogether, became apathetic, or justified the status quo.
Economic conditions were a crucial factor in all this, but by themselves they cannot
explain many things. What this chapter attempts to do is to see how the experience
of being in particular economic conditions has been perceived, mediated,
complicated and interjected by other social forces among Malaysian and
Indonesian middle class professionals in the 1990s.

In another incident, Professor Chandra Muzaffar, indisputably one of
Malaysia’s most eminent intellectual-cum-activists, lost his position at the oldest
university in the country, the University of Malaya, at the end of his annual contract
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on 28 February 1999. Chandra argued, and most observers believed, that the real
reasons for the University’s decision were political.” Chandra had been a
prominent critic of the Mahathir government for years, especially during the
tumultuous months following Anwar’s detention. Many of my interviewees in late
February 1999 noted that Chandra took his position at the University of Malaya
as part of what appeared to be broader collaborative projects with Anwar,
Mahathir’s then heir-apparent. When Anwar was detained, his wife Dr Wan
Azizah Wan Ismail institutionalized the passionate mass-based support for him
by establishing a non-governmental organization called The Social Justice
Movement, better known as ADIL, on 19 December 1998. Chandra was appointed
Vice President.

A couple of weeks following Chandra’s dismissal, University of Malaya
authorities cancelled a forum that was to be held in its grounds and organized by
some politically conscious intellectuals in conjunction with the annual general
assembly of the Malaysian Social Science Association (MASSA). The forum was
meant to discuss ‘Contemporary Challenges to Malaysian Intellectuals’. Chandra
was one of the four invited speakers. MASSA criticized the cancellation and
rescued the aborted discussion under ‘other matters’ on its agenda (see Mandal
1999a; Zain 1999). Attendees expressed shared concern about the general
acquiescence of the country’s intellectual communities in the face of blatant
injustices. Chandra reportedly asked the questions that many had themselves
raised: “Why have there been no reactions?... Why did academics not stop teaching
as a protest? Why did politicians not resign? Why were judges lip-tied?” (Zain
1999).1°

These questions are morally sound and perfectly legitimate in the immediate
context of their articulation. In this chapter, however, they pose a more problematic
challenge for critical social analysis. Why should academics, politicians or judges
give up their positions for justice and truth in today’s Malaysia or anywhere else?
Even if they take action, what difference will it make? Implicit in Chandra’s
questions is the assumption that a different situation should have, may have, or
actually existed in Malaysia (past or present) or overseas.!! This is the kind of
assumption, so pervasive in Malaysia and Indonesia, whose history and trajectory
I wish to examine.

The real and perceived importance of the cultural politics of middle class
intellectuals in the non-capitalist West has been attested to by the serious efforts
of ruling regimes, both to seek legitimacy from such intellectuals, and ;to repress
them when all efforts to obtain their support seem to fail. Significantly, in the first
few months of 1999, United Malays National Organization (UMNO), the key
member of the ruling coalition in Malaysia, launched a new set of desperate
propaganda measures targeting the literati in ways reminiscent of the New Order.
Through the tightly controlled mass media, Malaysian state officials regularly
inflicted fear on the public by propagating the idea that school teachers were
conducting the treacherous act of sowing hatred of the government among their
students. University freshmen from 1999 were required to attend a series of state
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propaganda sessions, reminiscent of the Pancasila (the New Order’s state
ideology) campaign in the 1980s. Although freedom of speech has been
systematically impaired in most societies across the globe, outside the capitalist
West it is significant that we see many cases of the prosecution (and persecution)
of fiction writers, prisoners of conscience, the banning and burning of books as
well as the prosecution and torture of citizens whose crimes have been to produce
texts and images.

The contrast between intellectuals in the bourgeois-hegemonic and liberal-
democratic ‘West’ and those in post-colonies as suggested above may be too crude
and simplistic. One reason for making such a comparison is to provide the
necessary background for the events that I will discuss in the following sections.
Another reason, paradoxically, is my intention to show in the ensuing sections
that such a contrast has been insidiously but consistently blurred, though it has
not totally disappeared.

The two incidents in 1994 to be analyzed below indicate that Indonesia’s
sustained capitalist development under a conducive global environment eroded
the old myths about the sage-like professionals in the production of truth and
justice. Middle class intellectuals depend less and less on the long established
persona of intellectual selflessness. Increasingly they are inclined to secure their
interests in a more modern—at times secular, at others religious—and
institutionalized mechanism. These new agendas and demands are not necessarily
of their free choice. Instead they have been prompted by the new constellation of
market opportunities. However, this does not mean that a rational and economic
calculation of cost and benefit rules everything. The hardening of this capitalist
consciousness is relatively new in Indonesia and Malaysia. Confusion,
disorientation, inconsistency, denial, indecisiveness and ambiguity conflate and
compete with old promises of modernity, new confidence and ambition. Together
they mark the politics of the contemporary middle classes.

Two conflicts in 1994 captured the Indonesian public’s imagination. In
retrospect, it is now fairly easy to argue that these two events were preludes to the
turbulence that rampaged through the country before the dramatic end of Suharto’s
rule on 21 May 1998. They also directly bring us back to some of the questions
raised in Malaysia following the termination of Chandra Muzaffar’s employment.
In one of these incidents, an internal conflict split the acclaimed private institution
Satya Wacana Christian University (hereafter SWCU), In what appears to have
been a separate incident, there were unprecedented nation-wide protests across
the archipelago in response to the New Order Government’s decision to revoke
the licences of the three Jakarta-based weeklies TEM PO, Editor, and DeTIK.

Satya Wacana: the irony of success

Located in the small town of Salatiga in the mountainous heart of Central Java,
SWCU began its history as a modest and little-known institution. It was established
in 1956 as a training college to supply secondary school teachers to the Christian
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schools that mushroomed throughout the archipelago. Until 1970, campus life was
highly communal and its existence was barely noticed by the largely Muslim
population of Indonesia. In the subsequent two decades, this small and self-
contented university grew far beyond the imagination of its founding members.
This development took place in the context of the broader politico-economic
developments in the country under the New Order military dictatorship as well as
the expansion of global capitalism during the Cold War.'?

In the 1970s, the development of the campus infrastructure and administration
was breathtaking, thanks to the support of various foreign and mainly Christian
funding agencies. The University library was reportedly one of the best in the
country. In the 1980s, the University was recognized as one of Indonesia’s most
respected and top-ranking tertiary institutions. This attracted some of the country’s
outstanding academics and best-qualified students, both of whom in turn helped
boost the University’s achievements. Interaction with overseas institutions of
higher education increased tremendously, generating a vital campus life in the arts
and social sciences. In the mid-1980s, SWCU was the first of some 300-odd private
universities in Indonesia to be granted a licence to run an accredited post-graduate
programme.

As SWCU developed rapidly, there were inevitable negative consequences.
Admission became increasingly competitive, and the fees unaffordable to the
majority of high school graduates.'®> Apart from its academic excellence, SWCU
was also remarkable during this period for another reason. With great pride, it
often claimed to be a model in miniature of Indonesia’s multiculturalism. In an
attempt to sustain its historic roots with supporting churches across the
archipelago, the administration implemented a quota system to accommodate a
good portion of the students that the regional churches sponsored across the
archipelago, occasionally compromising on academic merit. The affirmative-
action policy was well justified given the need to rectify the unbalanced state-led
industrialization, favouring Java (home of the largest proportion of the population)
over other islands, of which many constituted the biggest sources of state revenue
from natural resources. A special tuition programme was set up to assist
academically inadequate students from disadvantaged regions to be on a par with
their schoolmates who represented the most qualified candidates from the major
and rapidly industrializing cities of Java.

As aresult, SWCU became one of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse
campuses in the country. It was one of the rare campuses where the national
language, Indonesian, rather than one of the several regional languages and mother
tongues, was the main language of daily conversation. Although located in Java,
ethnic Javanese students never reached half of SWCU’s total student population.
Unlike the situation in several expensive private and Christian colleges, the
number of students of Chinese descent was always below the Javanese.'*

Admittedly, most of the time SWCU’s multiculturalism was understood in
colonial terms, characterized by an exoticization of ethnic diversity. What escaped
the observation of many was that the institution became a miniature Indonesia in
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more than a superficial and exoticized fashion. It was also a miniature of Indonesia
in other more dangerous senses—culturally, politically and economically. Despite
some resistance from within, the University was subjected to various pressures
from both the notoriously interventionist and repressive state apparatus, as well
as the economic pragmatism of the unprecedented expansion of industrial
capitalism. The levels of such interventionist pressures and the University’s
resistance to them varied over time. The end result was less ambiguous—the
University became increasingly less autonomous as it grew bigger and became
incorporated deeper into the management of the militarist New Order regime and
the industrial cultures of the economic boom in the 1980s and 1990s.

The University became more elitist than it may have wished. The size of its
bureaucracy expanded to the hilt and social relations became far more
institutionalized, professionalized and globalized than its administration was able
to manage. All of these factors led to a fatal conflict in the mid1990s, ironically
as an inevitable consequence of the University’s success and excessive growth.
The conflict had no precedent in kind or scale in the nation’s history.

In short, the SWCU contflict suggests the case of the inability (perhaps
impossibility) of a relatively simple and old administrative establishment to
respond to the rapid growth of its own institution. In calendrical terms, the
administrative establishment was not that old. It had been in existence for only
about half a century. Nonetheless, functionally it aged rapidly in a very short span
of time. When the SWCU administration tried to respond to these changes and
regain control, old assumptions and devices still overshadowed their endeavours.
15 These proved not only ineffective but counter-productive. Not only was this
seemingly local conflict embedded in broader social contradictions, I would argue
that it was also a prelude to what rampaged through Indonesia after the 1997
economic crisis and the end of Suharto’s authoritarianism in 1998.

The official impetus for the SWCU dispute was the election of a new University
president. In what may have appeared to be profoundly ‘democratic’ procedures,
the University president (just like most heads of departments and deans) in this
private institution had traditionally been elected, allowing all members of the
academic community, including the clerical staff, to have a say. ‘Communitarian’
is perhaps a better term than ‘democratic’ to characterize the tradition. Until 1993,
such elections did not involve competition. There had always been only one
popular and highly respected nominee. Thus the electoral system had been well
established in the norms and practices of the academic community.

For the first time in the University’s history the elections in 1993 involved two
very different candidates.'® Both the electoral process and the results generated
serious disagreements. The losing party argued that the existing rules were
outdated and required amendments. Unfortunately, such a demand was made only
after the defeat was evident. In fact this party lost again in the second round of
elections after amendments were made to the electoral procedures. Nonetheless,
the Board of Trustees decided to retain and appoint the defeated nominee. This
angered the majority of representatives and voters who accused the defeated party
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of having betrayed the established convention. All of these, however, were only
a fragment of the larger and long-standing antagonism between two internal
groups that had lasted for at least ten years.

The University’s anniversary had always been the most important occasion for
the academic community. In 1993, the anniversary celebration coincided with the
inauguration of the new University president. All the deans of faculties but for
one (the Faculty of Economics) boycotted the assembly. Rather than simply
abstaining from the ceremony and thereby leaving an embarrassing number of
empty seats in the long first row of the hall, the deans joined the protest of hundreds
of students and staff outside. This was the first time in the University’s history
that an academic ceremony was heavily guarded by state security forces.
Eyewitnesses also claimed to have seen well-known professional thugs on the site.
These outsiders came from the provincial capital of Semarang, whose members
and leaders were predominantly of the same ethnic group as the incumbent
University president. Henceforth, it was difficult to maintain that street and
campus fighting between supporters of the two factions involved only members
of the institution. In the following year, dissident members of the academic
community decided to hold a religious service and celebration of the University’s
anniversary back to back with the official ceremony. As expected, the unofficial
event attracted more people. Before it finished however, it was raided by heavily-
built males who appeared to be strangers to the campus.!’

Unlike previous conflicts within this or any other campus, criticism and counter-
criticism of the elections were constantly featured in the mass media. Apparently
a little out of touch with developments in the wider society, the Board found the
media coverage unacceptable. In retaliation against the popular challenge to its
decision in the press, the Board issued official reprimands and litigation threats
to selected faculty members before ‘dishonourably’ dismissing Arief Budiman,
an intellectual celebrity in the booming media industry.'® Actually, it was only
after the arrival of Arief at SWCU in 1980 that the institution received regular
media attention. Interviews with him on current affairs appeared regularly on the
front pages of major dailies, drawing the nation’s attention to SWCU.

Instead of ending the controversy, the dismissal provoked even greater outrage
that went well beyond the campus. Most classes across the faculties ceased to
operate. Far from being deserted, the campus ground was occupied by student
protesters who built sit-in tents. Protest banners altered the physical appearance
of the campus. A stage with daily ‘performances’ of protest was set up, on one
occasion using a super-powered sound system.!” A good number of deans and
senior faculty members never resumed teaching. The conflict lasted for more than
two years, splitting the University community in two, affecting individuals as high
in the hierarchy as members of the Board down to part-time janitors and students.

An alliance of many groups of SWCU students and staff called Kelompok Pro-
Demokrasi (Pro-Democracy Group) rejected the appointment of the new president
and demanded both an apology for Arief’s dismissal and his reinstatement. They
belonged to the group that claimed a total victory in the previous elections of the
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president. On the other side was a much smaller circle of staff and students who
rallied to defend the appointment of the new president and endorse Arief’s
dismissal.

For two years the dispute took place on many fronts: lobbying, formal
deliberations, petitions, anonymous pamphlets, telephone threats, street violence,
legal actions, media warfare and street demonstrations. A general strike by the
majority of students as well as the teaching and administrative staff lasted for an
uninterrupted period of eight months, paralysing the institution before a mass
exodus of students and faculty members towards the end of 1995. Unfortunately,
partially dictated by market forces, only the better-qualified teaching staff and
students could easily find alternative employment or education.?’

What made such a dramatic dispute possible in 1993 was not something entirely
novel. Rather, the conflict erupted as a result of a host of contradictory processes
that took place both inside and outside the University. SWCU was already
polarized in the late 1980s, and this division was both an extension of and a
response to developments outside the University. Neither of the two main and
opposing groups represented exclusively the old Christian missions that founded
the University, though a group of loyalists to this cause occupied a space at the
margins. At centre stage there were on the one hand those who considered
themselves ‘the realists’,2! and on the other those who considered themselves
intellectuals and ‘pro-democracy’ activists, many of whom took leading positions
in what became Kelompok Pro-Demokrasi.

Some of the former conformed while others joined the mainstream of capitalist
industrial order. There were both strong coercive pressures and lucrative
invitations from outside bodies for members of the academic community to
collaborate in various development projects. Many of these projects, like the
government itself, needed both the expertise and symbolic legitimacy of those in
academic circles. Undoubtedly, there was an equally strong desire on the part of
the academics and administration for lucrative rewards from such collaboration,
either in material terms or some sort of political protection. More and more
academic staff became involved in commissioned research projects under the
auspices of governmental and business corporations, both national and foreign.
The same activities existed in other academic institutions. SWCU was unusual in
its relative openness to this new social transformation and its Protestant spirit of
entrepreneurship (or the absence of a neo-feudalistic state officialdom that
restricted similar trends in most state universities).

During roughly the same period, military officers, state officials, and
representatives of major corporations were invited to get involved in campus life.
For instance, they sponsored sports and cultural events or presented seminar
papers. The local military marching band took part in campus ceremonies.
Teaching staff earned enormous extra income over their meagre salaries by acting
as consultants on various external projects, seriously eroding the old loyalty to the
home institution. Students from some academic disciplines received attractive
employment opportunities in industry immediately after—some even before—
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graduation. Prior to the 1970s, when things were small-scale, simple, localized,
inward-looking and religiously communal, many of these developments were
unimaginable.?

The University assumed a flamboyant image in the late 1980s. Paradoxically,
the University became reputable for opposing reasons. Indonesia’s aggressive
capital expansion generated both the new subaltern classes in urban industrial sites
as well as the emergent subalternism among the urban middle classes. Intellectual
radicalism and subalternism were particularly strong in the 1980s when political
repression was at its height and dissenting confrontation was by definition suicidal.
Initially such dissent went underground, but in the 1990s it assumed an
increasingly higher profile.

Indonesia’s capitalism since the 1980s multiplied the number of industrial and
labour disputes that found no representation or recourse in the existing legal and
political system (see Chapters 3 and 4). The frustration, though contained, and
emerging confidence among the middle classes during this period did not differ
greatly from developments in Malaysia in the late 1990s (see Chapters 5 and 7).
Subalternism in Indonesia and Malaysia has a long history that is too complex to
be discussed here. It suffices to conceptualize them here as the consciousness,
discourses and practices of urban and privileged intellectuals that inform a self-
identification with or representation of disadvantaged social groups.”> SWCU had
some of the most prominent subaltern activists in the nation, in particular Arief
Budiman and George Junus Aditjondro.?* As such, SWCU gained momentum
towards becoming politically vital. Its liberal and cosmopolitan outlook as well
as its geographical and political distance from the capital city in part prevented
the co-optation that impeded similar developments on other campuses.>

Banned books were not only available in SWCU libraries—attracting students
from other universities—but required reading in some classes. Dissidents from
various places were invited to give talks or artistic performances on campus.
Labour unionists, pro-independence East Timorese activists, feminists, lawyer-
cum-activists, and radical environmentalists also found sympathetic associates.
Some of the pioneering leaders of Indonesia’s post-1978 student movement
studied here. On a number of occasions, the provincial and local military apparatus
issued hostile warnings to SWCU student activists. Some of these students and
their lecturers were involved in a number of political disputes and trials.

It is important to pause for a moment and recall the questions that Chandra
Muzaffar and his colleagues in Malaysia raised about intellectuals’ expected
subversion and uncompromising activism. What happened in Salatiga and later
Indonesia was not something ‘natural’ or ‘normal’. It did not happen regularly.
Rather than questioning why there was a lack of moral outrage among Malaysian
intellectuals and professionals in early 1999, we should ask why and how there
was such outrage in Salatiga in the mid-1990s and Indonesia in the late 1990s.
Equally pertinent is the question why such a strong wave of popular dissent in
Indonesia did not take place in the 1980s and early 1990s. We should also ask,
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under what conditions Malaysians would have decided to press for more radical
changes.

Far from being financially poor and politically powerless, subalternist
intellectuals from SWCU, as elsewhere, were internationally well-connected. In
fact many of these figures earned more than moral and political credentials for
engaging in the risky fight against military dictatorship and crony capitalism. They
also enjoyed institutional support from various national and international networks
in the so-called new social movements. Like their opponents within the same
academic institution, these subalternist intellectuals enjoyed privileged conditions
that they did not create and that were largely inaccessible to the needy who
constituted the vast majority of the population. These privileges included greater
mobility, a more cosmopolitan outlook, more external linkages, more career
options and less dependence on the home institution than members of the academic
community before the 1970s. Given their fairly new self-confidence and power,
and given that the basis of their extra income and prestige was not dependent on
the University’s old patronage network, it is not surprising that these academics
were more prepared than were their predecessors to attack their employer and face
the retaliations.

This situation did not prevail all over the country, though it was not unique to
SWCU. Such a situation had been rare in Malaysia for a long time but was
developing rapidly with its own dynamics. There, as in Indonesia, moral purity or
courage was never a sole and determining factor. For more than a generation,
Malaysian academics earned better salaries and enjoyed better job security, but at
the expense of autonomy, as the ruling party and its far-reaching affiliates had
been the main employer and patron to many of them.

It is not too difficult then to understand why the 1993 election at SWCU erupted
into a fierce and extended conflict, involving broad and materially embedded
forces beyond the academy. The candidates in the 1993 elections might not have
formally or fully represented the interests of the two camps described above, but
they were obviously sympathetic to one of the opposing camps and recognized by
most as such.?® Had one of the parties been far stronger than the other, the dispute
would have been quickly resolved. Perhaps no dissident activity would have taken
place at all. That an extended and intense battle lasted so long indicated the rise
of forces of relatively equal strength in the society at large, from which SWCU’s
opposing parties derived some support. The same balance of forces explains the
protracted conflicts that tore up the nation at the end of the century.

External forces were involved to various degrees in the SWCU dispute,
highlighting the broader significance of the incident. Not only did the disputing
parties take the initiative to file lawsuits against each other. Not only did the media
industry find a mine of saleable subjects in the controversial case, especially when
the central figure was Arief. Government bureaucrats and the military were most
interested in the case, partly because it had always been in their general interest
to maintain security and ‘social order’, but also because of their long standing
antagonism towards many of the pro-democracy activists.
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Interestingly, for reasons that are not fully clear to me, even the branches of the
state apparatus were clearly split in their response to the SWCU dispute, making
it possible for each conflicting party to maintain the partly illusory hope of triumph
and for the battle to run much longer than anyone wished.?’ Friction within the
political elite was quite visible to many Indonesians then, but not its ramifications
at the provincial and local levels or its extent, until the SWCU conflict. Deep
divisions within the state apparatus—as well as the emergence and consolidation
of middle class politics in the 1990s—were two of several major factors that were
responsible for the collapse of Suharto’s rule.

That the SWCU affair was not simply an internal institutional matter gains
further confirmation from the way national politics evolved around the dramatic
downfall of Suharto and its immediate aftermath. To those familiar with the
SWCU dispute, what happened in Indonesia around the time of the collapse of the
New Order regime was full of parallels, and even repetitions on a larger scale. The
list of those parallels is long, but some of the more striking ones are: (a) the conflict
found articulation over a formally and narrowly defined issue of succession to
executive leadership, though what was at stake was much more complex; (b) the
prominence of radical students’ protests with banners, rallies, petitions, art
happenings and boycotts demanding an end to the status quo (see also Chapter 7);
(c) the use of selected globally appealing icons and slogans such as
democratization and reform in those protests (see Chapter 6); (d) the support of
more senior professionals and officials outside the institution for student activism
(more in Chapter 3); (e) the important role of partisan media coverage that not
only disseminated news but also authorized the demands for change outside the
institutional framework; (f) the conflicting interests of the divided security forces;
(g) the partially successful use of racial and religious politics as rallying points to
mobilize support or discredit enemies (see Chapters 6 and 7); and (h) the
proliferation of insidious slander, street violence, anonymous pamphlets, and the
character assassination of certain individuals.

As with all comparisons, there are limits to the above, and parallels should not
be overdrawn. A vivid contrast between what happened in Salatiga and Jakarta
lies between the survival of the incumbent administrator at SWCU and the
downfall of Suharto. One of the important reasons for this difference was timing.
The unpopular president of SWCU survived the conflict (despite his repeated
intentions to resign when the pressure was strong), partly because the broad
political climate and supportive state officials in Jakarta were still very strong in
the mid-1990s. It is difficult to imagine that the event would have evolved in the
same way had the SWCU conflict broken out shortly before or after Suharto’s
resignation.

Contrary to popular accounts in the mass media, it is significant that the SWCU
conflict—as well as the growth of the institution itself—is deeply related to
broader processes of social change at the national and global level. The conflict
cannot be reduced to the election of the University president. It was not primarily
about ‘good guys’ and ‘bad guys’, as argued by opposing sides in the course of
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the conflict. In various ways the conflict drew its energy, adopted its textures and
features, and generated consequences far beyond the immediate concerns of the
members of the academic institution.

The dispute was not the work of external conspiracy or direct intervention, as
some suspected.?® Rather, it was the consequence of a number of separable but
related developments: (a) SWCU’s rapid institutional growth beyond the capacity
of the institution to manage it; (b) the broader and aggressive expansion of
industrial capitalism in the nation under the repressive militarist regime of the
New Order; (c¢) the rise and internationalization of both conservative and
progressive middle class intellectuals; and (d) the aggravated abuses of human
rights, labour rights and women’s rights, and other practices of deprivation and
violence against the underclasses that are fairly familiar in places experiencing
the expansion of industrial capitalism.>” The case of SWCU was historically
situated and thoroughly embedded in broader national politics and the global
economy. It foreshadowed what took place in the central administration of the
nation-state towards the end of the 1990s.

A new generation of journalists was thoroughly and actively involved in the
SWCU conflict as external parties. Next, I will discuss the reasons why they
became involved in the conflict rather than remaining distant observers. I will also
demonstrate that the major upheavals that Indonesian academics at SWCU
underwent was not unique. Subjected to similar global forces, journalists
encountered comparable challenges.

Industrialization of the media

In what appeared to be a separate incident, on 21 June 1994 the New Order revoked
the licences of three Jakarta-based weeklies: TEMPO, Editor, and DéTIK .30
Arbitrary banning was commonplace under the New Order. No less than thirty
cases of temporary or permanent bans had occurred before 1994. What
distinguished the 1994 banning from its predecessors was the response from those
immediately affected by the government decision, and more importantly, the
response of the public at large. Nothing illustrates this better than what took place
in Salatiga: the two battling parties suspended their war for a day or two to jointly
hold a mass rally in protest against the banning, before resuming a fiercer battle
in the days that followed.

The ban was a good indication of several things about the New Order and the
media industry. Instead of displaying its prowess, the ban indicates the regime’s
paranoia about the assertiveness of emerging middle class intellectuals and their
power base, the mass media. The ban also expressed a serious fear of irrevocable
divisions within the ruling elite, especially between the President and senior
military officers. Whatever motivated the official ban on the three weeklies, the
decision indicated how the incumbent government had lost touch with a social
reality marked by the emergence of a broad middle class politics that, in turn, was



42 CULTURAL POLITICS OF THE MIDDLE CLASSES IN INDONESIA

a result of industrialization. This was vividly shown by the public outrage that
took most by surprise, not least government officials.

Elsewhere I have discussed in more detail the broad middle class response to
the above banning and its political significance (Heryanto 1996a: 245-53). To
sum up its most obvious features: first, the demonstrations in protest against the
1994 banning constituted the first nation-wide expression of public resentment
towards a single issue over an extended period of time and took place when
demonstrations were still illegal. Previous demonstrations had been largely
concentrated in specific locales over specific and unrelated or short-lived issues,
though some drew more media attention due to the violence involved. Second, the
protests against the bans were predominantly led and attended by the middle
classes, though participants included those better categorized as the under and
upper classes (for a similar phenomenon see Chapter 6). The protests were
predominantly a middle class event because that was the single most important
characteristic of the protesters that came to the fore, surpassing differences of
ethnicity, gender, profession, religion or ideological orientation. Third, this was
the first time in New Order Indonesia that a press banning had brought together
rival journalists in public protest, in defence of their own corporate and
professional interests. In the past, the suppression of individual journalists or
media companies did not necessarily stir fellow journalists. Worse still, some even
took advantage of the situation to undermine competitors. Finally, this was the
first instance in which a ban was followed by apologetic statements from the
authorities within a few weeks, and a conditional offer of new press licences in
lieu of those revoked.

Beyond venting their anger in street demonstrations across the archipelago,
middle class urbanites used the momentum to launch a series of historically novel
ventures. For the first time under the New Order, one of the media bans was
challenged by TEMPQO in a lawsuit in the State Administrative Court. Thousands
of its readers authorized a team of lawyers to file a separate class action suit, just
as the hurriedly established association of parents of SWCU students sued the
University for failing to provide a regular education for their children. In a striking
parallel to Arief’s legal case against SWCU, TEMPO eventually won the lawsuit
at the High Court level thanks to the political divisions within the institution of
justice.?!

Many of the journalists who lost jobs established the first independent Aliansi
Jurnalis Independen (AJI, Alliance of Independent Journalists) in direct
confrontation with the state sanctioned Persatuan Wartawan Indonesia (PWI,
Indonesian Journalist Union). Membership of AJI made it difficult for reporters
from the banned media to find new jobs.*> On one occasion, several members of
AJI were tried and prosecuted for organizing a public gathering without a permit.
AJI drew support from reporters working in other media, who suffered reprimands
or dismissals for their links with the then illegal association. Meanwhile
commemorations of the 1994 ban kept public memory alive, lifting the fighting
spirit of AJI’s members and sympathizers.
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When the government held general elections in 1997, some of the core activists
from the banned media, together with fellow activists from elsewhere, established
Indonesia’s first Independent Committee for Monitoring the Elections, or Komite
Independen Pengawas Pemilu (KIPP), directly challenging the government’s
Monitoring Committee. Although it could not possibly claim sole or prime
responsibility for the success of the 1999 general elections in Indonesia, KIPP was
one of the first serious and systematic attempts in more than thirty years to provide
long overdue civil and political mass education on general elections in Indonesia.
Such education challenged not only the existing dictatorship’s engineered victory
well in advance of election time, but also the general tendency of the public to
boycott or to resort to street violence (Heryanto 1996b). During the 1999 elections,
scores of NGOs followed suit and launched a nation-wide campaign for electoral
democracy as well as civic and political education.’® These included significant
contributions from women’s activist groups as indicated in Chapter 6. Indonesian
activists learaed this new practice from their counterparts in the Philippines and
Thailand, and together they inspired the Malaysian activists in anticipation of the
crucial post-Anwar elections of 1999 (see Chapters 5 and 6).

In what follows, I attempt to show that the above developments could take place
in Indonesia due to reasons similar or related to the historic conflict at SWCU. I
will discuss the process that Indonesian journalists and their observers commonly
called the ‘industrialization’ of journalism (for more see Heryanto and Adi 2002).
The next section will be followed by another on the intricate relationships between
Indonesia’s intellectual activists (such as those in SWCU) and contemporary
journalists (such as those of the three banned weeklies). Together, the next two
sections will elucidate both the parallels and the interactions between the processes
that shaped the experiences of academics (like those in SWCU), the journalists
who covered the SWCU incident as well as those banned in 1994.

By and large, nationalism remains the most powerful ideology in Indonesia
(Heryanto 1990b: 290), just as ethnicization is the single most determining factor
in Malaysia’s politics, economy, and culture (Mandal 1998b; Kahn 1996a, 1996b;
Gomez and Jomo 1997). In Indonesia, nationalist ideology is perhaps the most
durable, sanctified and widely appealing discourse in comparison to those on
Pancasila, religion, race or development and modernity. State officials invariably
have attempted to legitimize and maximize the authority of their positions,
discourses and ideologies by highlighting their service in the interest of the
‘nation’, whatever the word has meant to the different people concerned. A wide
range of opposition to the ruling governments as well as a variety of non-
governmental activisms similarly has relied on the sanctity of nationalist
discourses to launch different, and not infrequently conflicting, agendas. An
instructive case is the conflation of motherhood with concern for the nation in the
analysis in Chapter 6 of Indonesian women’s activism in 1998-9. Only since 1990
has Islam begun to be deployed with success by the Suharto government and
segments of the population, rivalling nationalist discourses (Hefner 2000;
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Heryanto 1999b: 173-6),3* while this process began in the 1980s in Malaysia and
is presently well established (Chapter 5).

By no means does the foregoing suggest that in day-to-day practice people are
consistently and readily willing to die for the nation.?> Perhaps the contrary is true,
as demonstrated by the violent confrontations among fellow citizens during much
of the nation’s independent history and more recently the series of inter-ethnic
killings in 1996-9 (see Bertrand 2001). What this implies, however, is the
unrivalled orthodoxy of nationalist ideology in verbal claims, rituals, slogans and
popular sentiments, in spite of conduct that contradicts the orthodoxy.

It is important to mention the status of nationalist ideology because journalists
and academics have been the main authors of national history and nationalist
discourses, as well as the main protagonists in these narratives. Almost without
exception, the historical canons of the nation give the greatest credit to the role
played by these middle class subjects. Even the well-known ‘alternative’ narrative
of the nation’s history during the New Order accords no less recognition and
respect to the role of journalists and academic intellectuals. I refer to the tetralogy
of Pramoedya Ananta Toer (1980a, 1980b, 1985, 1988) that in many other ways
turns official history on its head.3°

The considerable honour and moral authority that the highly educated literati
and the press have enjoyed from the early 1900s continued very much unaltered
to the century’s end. Although the native literati in colonial Malaya had similar
positions, their status in the nationalist discourse of independent Malaysia has not
been as heroically romanticized as their Indonesian counterparts. As many
pioneering journalists in Malaysia’s history were left-leaning nationalists who
were marginalized if not purged by the British and the independent governments,
their post-colonial history has been ambiguously stated if not erased. To a
considerable extent, the history of violent confrontations that the Indonesians went
through before achieving independence has contributed to the romanticization of
the literati and the press. Perhaps this past has also been the stimulus for the
passionate nationalism that often makes it difficult for Indonesians to see
contradictions when they engage in violent conflicts with fellow nationals.

If anything, what many colonial and post-colonial authoritarian regimes do is
to reaffirm myths by inflicting a series of repressive measures (severe censorship,
bans, prosecution, kidnappings, tortures and murders) against men and women of
letters and their works. This too was more visible in New Order Indonesia than
Malaysia. The torture of Anwar in police custody was more shocking to
Malaysians than Indonesians. However, the last two decades of the century may
be a major and irreversible historical watershed in many Asian societies, including
Indonesia and Malaysia.

From the 1980s, Indonesian observers have incessantly lamented that the
Indonesian press underwent a serious transformation from ‘pers perjuangan’
(journalistic political activism) to ‘pers industri’ (the industrialized press).’’ A
similar process occurred in Malaysia in the 1990s where it is referred to as the
‘corporatization’ of the media (Loh and Mustafa 1996; Nain 1998). Among its
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diverse and nuanced messages, the observed transformation in Indonesia refers to
the perceived trend among journalists to compromise truth, justice, impartiality
and informational functions in order to survive the increasingly competitive
market as well as the state’s repressive measures.

Such an observation may be problematic because it overly romanticizes the
history of the press in order to assert a point about the present. Many proponents
of such arguments overlook the early history of the institution when an
‘industrialized press’ was for years the rule rather than an aberration (see Wibisono
1993:449-50). Excessive generalization may lead not only to nostalgic inaccuracy
about the past, but also to uncritical utopianism. Standing on high moral ground,
many of these critics assume that media institutions have a lot more options and
room for manoeuvre than they actually do. They also paint a very monolithic
picture of the media industry as well as audience reception. The case of the 1994
bans and the responses to them exposes the flaws in such zealous criticism.

Rather than simply describing the reality, to some degree the unfailing
complaints underscore a continued and pervasive faith in and expectation of what
academics and journalists could have done or ought to do. Despite the qualified
truth in what they say (to be elaborated below), these critics sustain the ethos of
pers perjuangan in the midst of the demoralization, apathy, disillusionment and
confusion, if not opportunism and mediocrity, that has accompanied the sustained
industrialization of Indonesia and Malaysia. The petition to the government signed
by nearly 600 Malaysian print journalists from eleven major press companies in
early May 1999 was a desperate expression of wider social frustrations (Chen
1999).38 In Indonesia, where most people had much less confidence in the law and
were more accustomed to extra-parliamentary confrontations, these frustrations
took a different shape and found different expressions.

Observers have noted with dismay that over the extended period of the New
Order’s rule, there was a consistent increase in media readership, along with a
decrease in the number of owners (see Dhakidae 1991:324-85; David Hill 1994:
81-110; Hanazaki 1996:135-54). Informed estimates suggest that at the time of
the 1994 ban, TEMPO had a circulation of 200,000, Editor 60,000 and DéETIK,
the country’s biggest tabloid, 600,000. For the first time Indonesia saw a major
conglomeration of media groups, where the ownership of twenty or more media
companies was concentrated in the hands of a few, while the conglomerates
diversified their business empires to various other industries as well (see David
Hill 1994:81-110; Sen and Hill 2000: 54-64). During more or less the same period,
various offices and administrators within SWCU were responsible for institutional
expansion, so that in the early 1980s SWCU and its affiliated institutions ran
accredited education, from the level of kindergarten up to post-graduate degrees,
within the same complex.

Statistics aside, in the early 1990s I observed other things related to
professionalization and the market-driven work ethos of journalism. Increasingly,
veteran journalists from the generation that grew up during or soon after the
Second World War were marginalized by the influx of young university graduates
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through a professional rite of passage. The Jakartabased daily, Kompas, one of
the two largest circulation newspapers in Southeast Asia, began to administer
recruitment tests as late as 1981. Equally significant, these younger journalists
had no first-hand experience of any journalism other than the new and rapidly
industrialized press of the New Order economic boom. In 1990,1 met final-year
undergraduates or new graduates who earned around one million rupiah (US$500)
a month working as local correspondents for the national dailies and weeklies,
when civil servants (including university lecturers) and military officers of their
age and comparable qualifications would make approximately one-third of that
amount. In neighbouring Malaysia, emerging young Malay professionals in the
formal sectors were also the first generation of privileged citizens formed almost
exclusively under the New Economic Policy (1970-90).3° They constituted the
first generation of the so-called New (Rich) Malays (see Shamsul 1999).

The dramatic shift in what it meant to be a journalist (and for that matter an
Indonesian citizen, Asian, specific gender and ethnic group, or consumer) is too
complex to be addressed here (see Young 1999), but I will try to capture some
fragments below. In increasingly sharp contrast with their predecessors, younger
journalists and their seniors who kept up with the changing times were pushed to
enter a new battlefield—one driven by market competition. They also had to adapt
to the expanding lifestyle of the country’s new rich: exchanging business cards,
manipulating the latest computer software, travelling overseas frequently, driving
cars, engaging in fine dining in five-star hotels, attending extravagant parties, and
becoming more sophisticated with the form and style, rather than the substance,
of their writing. Meanwhile the orientation towards mass entertainment
persistently challenged the commitment to education or the discussion of serious
public issues in the press. By the early 1990s it was common for young and
competent journalists to move from one company to another, either in search of
material reward, professional integrity, or autonomy.

In the same period, Indonesian academics such as those at SWCU discovered
with delight the vast possibilities of work and self-development in many places
other than the home institution that first brought them to prominence.
Significantly, it was also in the late 1980s and early 1990s that Indonesia saw for
the first time the new phenomenon of competitive advertisement of schools,
colleges and tuition as well as news magazines, newspapers and even televised
programmes. Previously the educational and media institutions shared with the
medical and legal services a public image of being separate from and above the
profit-driven market economy. Notably, the University of Malaya was
‘corporatized’ only two years prior to the decision to terminate Chandra Muzaffar.

Rapid industrialization did not necessarily blunt the radical edge of journalists
and academics in Indonesia or Malaysia. The political significance of nauveau
riche consumerism and lifestytes is much more ambiguous than generally
understood (Heryanto 1999b). Indeed, along with the professionalization,
industrialization and internationalization of journalism in Indonesia and Malaysia,
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there was an upsurge in discontent. Not everyone became better off, and many
felt they had not obtained or achieved as much as they thought they should.

While it is undeniable that the policies and achievements of the New Order in
Indonesia and the Barisan Nasional (National Front) in Malaysia heavily favoured
the urban middle and upper classes, the old romantic myth of selfless urban middle
class intellectuals still found its contemporary enthusiasts among this segment of
the population. This was extremely evident in the later years of the 1990s, across
regional and cultural, ethnic and gender differences. Extra-parliamentary political
activism (just like a variety of religious devotions) found its new vitality during
the economic boom. This was also the period that witnessed the proliferation of
internationally connected NGOs in Southeast Asia.*® The profound and
multifarious links between politically conscious journalists and their intellectual
counterparts on campuses deserve a closer look.

Professionalized activism

Student activism in Indonesia is well known. Less noted is the extent to which
such activism has been indebted to the activism of individual journalists and the
institution of journalism as a whole. Although generalization can be problematic,
one can say that the student press was a very important recruiting ground for young
activists. The student press was also instrumental to their political and
organizational training, intellectual development, campaigns and networking with
those outside their own campuses. This is true especially, but not exclusively, of
the various periods when the New Order was at the height of its power and
repression abounded; when street demonstrations appeared suicidal and the
commercial press was generally acquiescent to the status quo. In some instances
student publications preceded the open discussion of sensitive issues that appeared
in the international and domestic press only after Suharto’s down-fall. Examples
include questions of the ill-gotten wealth of the former first family and its cronies;
the renewed question of the links between state power and Islam; and the rejection
of the military’s doctrine of Dwifungsi (dual function) that legitimized its active
intervention in non-military social institutions.*!

One cannot understand the resilience of the student press without looking at the
generous assistance of senior journalists and leading media companies. Student
organizations on campus held regular workshops on training in journalism, often
with the financial assistance and expert advice of established media companies.
When these students were in the process of preparing publications, they often
enjoyed advantages unavailable to many commercial journalists. There were cases
where well-researched but sensitive materials prepared by senior journalists could
not appear in their own media because their superiors did not want to take the risk.
Much in demand by the public, such materials occasionally found space in the
student press. When friction within the New Order’s political elite became acute,
several retired generals preferred to be interviewed by foreign journalists and
illegal student journalists rather than their officially-sanctioned Indonesian
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counterparts. All of this helped boost the appeal and sales of the student press in
public.

Many such external bodies continue to reap some of the fruits of this
development. They have the means to identify the best potential recruits. Many
senior journalists in the leading companies (including those banned in 1994) have
had their own years of student activism, if not of imprisonment for political
activism. It is not hard to understand why in recruiting new staff they are more
inclined to select candidates with some experience of activism either in street
demonstrations or the campus press. This is more than simple nepotism or
sentimentalism. Journalism in Indonesia has always been a very dangerous career.
Not unlike student activists, journalists in Indonesia have regularly been subjected
to verbal abuse, intimidation, death threats, kidnapping, detention, torture and
murder (Luwarso 2000; Tesoro 2000; Suranto et al. 1999:61-79). Over the years,
as these new recruits enter more important positions in the company, they continue
the tradition of supporting their juniors in the student press.

The relationship between student and journalistic activism does not stop there.
Student activists feature prominently in the commercial press. The press gives
generous space to them, because they have the licence and credibility to articulate
issues that the public wants to hear and the press cannot present in their own
editorials. In more liberal countries these issues would have been raised and
debated in parliament. These student activists articulate or mediate the voice of
the suppressed population who have no representation in the existing political
institutions.*> Almost without exception, student activists have been largely
portrayed in the media as pro-democracy heroes and heroines.

Street demonstrations without media coverage are doomed to be
inconsequential. Indonesian women activists learned this lesson in the course of
the various events they organized in 1998-9 (see Chapter 6). Most of the time,
street demonstrations, no matter how well attended, or how spectacular as acts of
oration, cannot last very long and have no power to alter existing regulations or
state power. They have very little effect unless their message is amplified and
authorized in the national public consciousness through the mass media. Street
demonstrations function like a whistle at best. To have any further impact, they
must create a snowballing effect that prompts formal deliberations by the
authorities, sometimes located several hundred kilometres from the site of the
demonstrations. To be effective a demonstration must first pass a test, namely,
occupying the pages of the print media or the screen of an electronic broadcast.
But media production follows certain imperatives and logic. No matter how
sympathetic reporters are to the cause of a demonstration, what they submit will
be subjected to editorial review. Veterans of Indonesian protest are well aware of
this, so that locales, timing, lettering in banners, or yells and other spectacles in a
demonstration are carefully selected to maximize media coverage (see also
Chapters 6 and 7).

Intimate relationships between intellectuals and journalists go further. Older
than these students, smaller in number and less passionate in diction, but no less
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authoritative, are the voices of selected critically-minded ‘intellectuals’. They may
work as artists, academics, lawyers or religious leaders. At the same time they
play a role similar to student activists and build similarly intimate relationships
with politically conscious senior journalists from the commercial press. The press
is keen to interview these middle class professionals and publish their opinion
columns. These intellectuals are keen to write columns for many good reasons,
not least because they generate extra income that most academics need to make
ends meet and keep up with research costs.*> Far from being subjected to
restrictions on receiving external remuneration, Indonesian lecturers who write
regularly for the press often earn prestige, and in some areas additional incentives
from their home institutions. Lecturers who write critically of the status quo more
often get respect, fame and political protection rather than retaliation.** It is always
easier for the state to inflict violence upon the anonymous masses or unknown
individuals.

Indonesian middle class activists have differed on many fronts and have been
greatly divided (see Uhlin 1997), as the split within SWCU vividly exemplifies.
However, systematic repression from the New Order state has forced them to unite
against the common enemy, as the protests against the 1994 bans demonstrated.
Although similar processes have taken place simultaneously in neighbouring
countries in Southeast Asia, their intensity has been linked to the government’s
ability to intervene and co-opt these professions. In Indonesia, either due to a lack
of interest or capacity, or different priorities, the New Order had limited control
over this middle class solidarity building. That explains why journalists flocked
to defend academic or student activism when the latter was under government
attack. And conversely, we have seen the broad middle class outrage at the 1994
bans.

Such solidarity did not exist in Malaysia in the 1990s. Although legal
restrictions and extra-legal repressions were more severe in Indonesia, mainstream
journalists and journalism in Malaysia had less activist experience or ties with
academics, NGOs or student activists. With controlling shares in the ownership
of the media, the Malaysian government had more political control over the
industry. Until the 1980s, the Malaysian government had a near monopoly over
educational institutions—especially at the preuniversity tertiary level—while in
Indonesia private schools have outnumbered their state counterparts for many
years. In the 1980s there were already around five private colleges and universities
for every single state tertiary institution in Indonesia. Understandably, both
journalists and academics in Malaysia had stronger ties with and dependence on
the government than among their own middle class. Such horizontal solidarity did
exist among some groups (more in Chapters 3 and 7), but a broad-based national
solidarity was difficult to achieve because of strong fragmentation along ethnic,
linguistic and religious lines (more in Chapters 5 and 6). This explains the general
public anger towards the mainstream media during the first few months of the
Anwar saga. Some angry Malaysians launched a public campaign to boycott the
domestic media. Others went as far as physically attacking the state-sponsored
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media crews and their properties during street demonstrations and Anwar’s trial
in April 1999.

I have discussed at length the material basis for the economic and political
alliance of the Indonesian academics and journalists. Before concluding this
section, I wish to mention one more area of interest, underscoring both the novelty
and the depth of the relationships between the industrialized media in Indonesia
and the politics of middle class professionals, by returning to the discussion of the
SWCU conflict. I have mentioned that one of the novel factors that played a major
role in the institutional break-up was the media coverage. To say that the media
reported intensively, or even blew up the case, is an understatement. One of the
most amazing things about the whole SWCU saga was the power of the media
during the course of the conflict. Technically, this could not have happened in
Indonesia twenty or even fifteen years earlier.

Arief’s irregular dismissal captured great attention during the course of the
three-year dispute. Officially, he was dismissed for allegedly defaming the
University authorities and slandering its electoral process. Actually, we never
learned what Arief said. All we had was a media report of what he could have said
during interviews about the election. For the next twenty months or so, the
escalating battle between the two camps took place in the pages of the press.
Although the SWCU campus was small (the student population was under 7,000),
most people, including key figures in the dispute, could not directly follow the
day-to-day developments of the diffused conflict directly. They had to rely on
media reports of the day that were edited and printed several hundred kilometres
away from the small campus. Hardly a day passed during the two-year period
without the presence of competing correspondents on campus. Attacks and
counter-attacks were launched as far as the media pages allowed. Those who better
understood the media space were in an advantageous position.

Because the dissenting Pro-Democracy Group was far closer to the press (in
almost all senses: personally, historically, culturally and ideologically), media
coverage was almost without exception sympathetic to it. This was one reason
why the protest lasted so long. Although there was no single and immediate causal
relationship, the bans on the three Jakarta-based periodicals were to some extent
a signal of the failure of the authoritarian regime to woo, intimidate or co-opt the
media; a failure that led to its downfall. Malaysia in 1999 had a rather different
situation, though this was not always the case. After a number of antagonistic
encounters with the foreign media, Prime Minister Mahathir was challenged by
nearly 600 mildly hostile journalists. Had one battleground been lost to the middle
classes? It may not be long before we see whether that was a beginning of the end.

Conclusion: challenges ahead

This chapter examined effective challenges to the most durable authoritarianism
in industrializing Southeast Asian societies. Contrary to theories of economic
determinism, under certain circumstances the growing middle classes can play an
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important role in challenging long-standing authoritarianism in their own country.
The efficacy of middle class politics does not derive from the middle classes’
essential status as ‘intellectuals’ as the dominant myth in Indonesia or Malaysia
would have us believe. Neither does it come from their own efforts alone,
voluntarism, individual commitment, size or organizational capability as other
commentators have postulated.

At least two lessons can be drawn from the case of Indonesia discussed above.
Firstly, democratization requires a lot more than just voluntary struggle, sacrifices
and martyrs among its proponents. It also requires particular historical conditions
that are conducive to such struggles. Two related but distinguishable processes
appear to have been responsible for such conditions in Indonesia. The first is the
long-lasting and prolific reproduction of myths about selfless and truth-seeking
public intellectuals as embodied in the university student, academic, and journalist
activist. The second is the expansion of capitalist industrialization under heavy
militarist rule that has delivered sustained economic growth but at the expense of
human and civil rights. This historical moment is highly transitional in nature. As
Hagen Koo (1991) argues in relation to similar situations in South Korea, the real
and perceived significance of middle class activism will be subject to change in
the years to come.

Second, democratization or its sibling Reformasi can develop effectively when
it is more than a grand design or clever policy from an enlightened political elite.
The preoccupation with questions of successions and struggles within the political
elite in Indonesia and Malaysia, that dominates mainstream analyses, may prove
to be less worthwhile than it at first appears. The same applies to viewing women’s
advancement through the achievements of particular elite or heroic female leaders
(see Chapter 6). Democratic dispositions that grow in everyday consciousness,
discourses and practices on small and local scales will provide a crucial foundation
for alarger movement when the right moment comes for various forces to converge
(see Chapters 3, 4, 6 and 7). In such an event, formal organization or leadership
is less necessary. In the foregoing we see how the outlook, determination and
practices in support of democratization in university life or journalism came to
maturity in local disputes. Actually a large number of similar incidents took place
involving a wide variety of social organizations and geographical locations in
Indonesia during the same period (see Heryanto 1996a: 261, 1997a). Perhaps, the
winds of change had also been blowing for some time in the private lives of many
Indonesians and Malaysians alike.

The uneven industrial development in Indonesia and Malaysia has certainly
favoured some segments of the population over others. The urban middle classes
have indisputably been benefactors. Most of them have been empowered
economically, but more significantly in the cultural and political domains. We
have seen the paradoxical responses of some of these middle classes to the status
quo that provided them with privileges; and the anger of authoritarian leaders such
as Mahathir as late as 2002 at what appears to them to be the ingratitude of the
middle classes who tacitly or actively supported Reformasi efforts. What I have
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not discussed above is the fact that the same process of industrialization also
threatens to disempower the middle classes. In short, and to use the terms of the
opening sections of this chapter, the old myth of selfless intellectual activism has
been seriously eroded. It is perhaps not accidental that this should happen in a
time when the hegemonic thrall of nationalism has also been seriously challenged
(Kahn 1998:18-24). As discussed earlier, Indonesian nationalism put urban
middle class intellectuals on a pedestal. While new positions and statuses promise
new comforts and career prospects, they do not necessarily sustain the moral
authority middle class intellectuals used to enjoy as a given. The features of this
new era are not very clear.

In 1994, the administration of SWCU discovered that it had lost the unreserved
allegiance that it had enjoyed from its faculty and administrative staff for decades.
It was taken aback when confronted with the challenge from its academic
community in what then appeared so unbecoming, a general strike. The academic
and administrative staff also soon discovered that they had confronted not a less-
than-benign patron but a corporate employer. Not all of them were equally
prepared to encounter the new threat, namely termination of employment.
Relations of employer-employee came to the fore as never before, surpassing the
familiar communalism that had dominated life in SWCU since its inception.

Because these modern industrial moves and counter-moves were so abruptly
new in the personal experience (if not consciousness) of many in the SWCU
dispute, their legitimacy was hotly debated on the campus and beyond. Many
wondered whether it was morally correct for ‘intellectuals’ to hold a strike. Others
defended it as a modern, justifiable and non-violent industrial action protected by
law. Likewise, the legitimacy of dismissal of tenured faculty on the basis of
allegedly inaccurate or improper statements in the media was intensely discussed
and debated. More than a few teaching staff were appalled by the new and official
pronouncements that equated intellectuals with salaried employees. These and
many other ethical questions take a longer time to enter into public debates than
individual investments, economic policies, or projects. Regardless of the
economic recovery and the fate of industrialization in Indonesia after the 1997-8
crisis, the rapid industrialization in Indonesia during the 1980s and 1990s left
profound and durable impacts on the consciousness and social relations of the
urban middle classes.

While the plight of TEMPO began with an attack from an external force, and
the response it provoked appeared to be morally-based activism, it did not take
long for everyone to realize that the banning also meant an immense financial loss
and the unemployment of hundreds of talented and innocent workers, with neither
compensation nor trials. The industrial dimension of the event was obscenely
exposed when the government offered a new license to TEMPO, conditional on
the establishment of a new management and new shareholders—all from among
politically well-connected businessmen. The TEMPO staff were painfully split
into two groups, The first half filed an unprecedented, and what then appeared to
be unrealistic, lawsuit, technically meaning that the legal status and all activities
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pertaining to TEMPO must be suspended for judiciary investigation. The second
half apologetically welcomed the new arrangement and helped publish the new
weekly GATRA that adopted both the look and journalistic style of TEMPO. Many
of these compromising journalists defended their actions by invoking the
compulsion of economic necessity for family survival (Heryanto and Adi 2002).

Similar economic calculations repeatedly undermined the efforts of the Pro-
Democracy Group, during and before the eight-month-long general strike at
SWCU. Obviously, there can never be any final answer to judge the rationale for
either position. Neither was there any direct correlation between the resilience of
such resistance and levels of wealth ownership. Many of the better-off lecturers
(owning more than one luxurious house or fancy car) at SWCU gave up their
participation in the mass protest very early on, complaining that they could not
afford the costs of challenging the University authorities.

Future developments of democratization in Indonesia and Malaysia will depend
to a considerable extent on the answers to many such economic and moral
questions. Middle class-based radicalism in Indonesia in 1998-9 may have
impressed activists in neighbouring Malaysia, as attested by the adoption of the
terms Reformasi and KKN (see Chapter 1).* However, as Malaysian middle class
and pro-democracy activists look at the middle class radicalism in Indonesia with
some enthusiasm, sooner or later their Indonesian counterparts must answer some
of the difficult questions about employment and democratization that have slowed
down the challenge to authoritarianism in more industrialized Malaysia. There is
much for each to learn from its neighbour.

Notes

This chapter has benefited from comments on earlier drafts by individuals who
do not necessarily share the views expressed here. The writer is most indebted to
Joel S.Kahn, Hong Lysa, and Mary Zurbuchen for various moral and intellectual
support. Kasian Tejapira, Maribeth Erb, Arief Budiman, Liek Wilardjo, Daniel
Lev, Budiawan Purwadi, Martin Richter and P.M.Laksono provided helpful
comments. Stanley Yoseph Adi and Rungrawee Chalermsripinyorat helped find
a few bibliographic details. The writer is solely responsible for any remaining
shortcomings to this chapter.

1 The most relevant of the literature includes Crouch (1985), Hal Hill (1994), Jomo
(1997), Gomez and Jomo (1997), Jones (1994), Kahn (1996a), and Robison (1986,
1996).

2 For a recent review of the literature on the Malaysian middle classes see Abdul
Rahman (2002). For Indonesia, see Zulkarnain et al. (1993), Zulkifli (1996),
Prasetyantoko (1999) and Hadijaya (1999). Many of the points in the next few
paragraphs derive from Heryanto (1990a). The first (and the only in English)
collected volume of essays on the Indonesian middle class politics is Tanter and
Young (1990). According to Abdul Rahman (2002), writings on the Malaysian
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middle classes have all been spread across separate essays and articles, and no single
book has yet been published on the subject.

3 I have been critical of these dominant and dismissive views since the early debates
of Indonesian middle classes in Indonesia (Heryanto 1990a, 1993b). Exceptions to
the dominant views include K. Young (1990) and Lev (1990) on the Indonesian
middle classes, and Kahn (1996a, 1996b) on their Malaysian counterparts.

4 Admittedly there is no way to determine non-arbitrarily, empirically, and precisely,
how ‘enormous’ the economic or bureaucratic power of the upper classes is.
Consequently, we can never set a clear-cut boundary to separate the lower end of
the upper classes from the upper tiers of the middle classes. The two in practice may
move back and forth and swap positions. Having admitted the grey area, one can
still proceed with an analysis of the narrowly selected segments within the middle
classes that are located more in the ‘middle’ ranks. I refer to the majority of
journalists, university students and lecturers, and most artists in contemporary
Indonesia and Malaysia.

5 Joel Kahn (1996b) argues, and I agree, that owning ‘something’ such as a certain
salary, property, occupation, skill, knowledge or expertise, does not necessarily
make someone a member of the middle class as we discuss it here. What does, Kasian
Tejapira suggests, is the performative aspect of the use of such knowledge and skills
in selected public settings that endow significant moral authority to such
performance and its performers (personal communication, email dated 28 September
1999). Thus the view adopted here considers historically specific social ‘practice’
to be more important than ‘things’.

6 Compared to Indonesia, Malaysia is more Westernized. To use the Gramscian model,
social order in Malaysia was sustained more by consensual than coercive measures,
whereas in Indonesia it was the reverse. At least until the mid-1980s, justice and law
enforcement had more credibility and power to discipline citizens in Malaysia than
Indonesia. Understandably, one finds more of a concentration of activists, and for
longer periods, in the legal profession in Malaysia than in Indonesia.

Overall, Malaysia has been more industrialized than Indonesia. Militarist
authoritarianism in New Order Indonesia saw the easy and frequent use of violence
to keep order and suppress dissent, but paradoxically that bred counter violence and
radicalized dissidents. Indonesia’s extended revolutionary struggles against the
foreign colonizers and the continued efforts to keep alive the romantic memories of
such struggles find no equivalent in Malaysia, whose independence was granted
rather than fought for. Ironically what we witnessed during the turmoil in 1998 and
1999 were reverse trends. More violence was deployed by state apparatuses in
Malaysia (symbolized by Anwar Ibrahim’s black-eye during detention), while
Indonesia completed peaceful elections precisely when or because the military took
retreating steps from politics.

7 Being amale feminist is never the same as being a female, just as being a Malaysianist
is not the same as being a Malaysian.

8 By extension such logic seems to have worked in favour of Megawati Sukarnoputri
and Anwar Ibrahim. Their prominence as rallying icons for Reformasi was
commonly attributable not to their own efforts, but to the repressive measures that
the ruling government inflicted upon them. A list of similar figures can be extended
to Aung San Suu Kyi, or Benigno and Corazon Aquino. None of these individuals,
however, represent what we understand as ‘middle classes’ in this chapter.



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

ARIEL HERYANTO 55

Two factors are highly suspicious in the termination of his employment, The
university’s decision was made very suddenly, and the professor was given less than
a week’s prior notice. The official reasons for the decision were budget constraints
and administrative efficiency. In his press conference in late February 1999, Chandra
presented facts and figures that contradicted the official rationale for his dismissal.
Details on the case and public responses were available online (as of 24 December
1999) at: http://www jaring.my/just/chandra_removal.htm

In a soul-searching essay, Rustam Sani, a prominent Malaysian public intellectual
and Chandra’s close friend, declared what he perceived to be the two most important
obstacles in the push towards Reformasi in Malaysia: emigrant mentality (an
inferiority complex and selfishness) that impedes many, but not all, in the Chinese
population; and Malay neo-feudalisin (Sani 1999).

In the same electronic posting (Zain 1999), the writer adds: ‘In other free countries,
ablow of this scale onto the academic freedom of expressions will definitely provoke
great controversy at least among fellow academics.” Indeed such incidents occurred
in neighbouring Indonesia, as will be elaborated in the next section, but they could
occur only under particular circumstances that electronic mailings do not usually
have the space for mention or elaboration.

Having participated directly in the events, I am both privileged and disadvantaged.
On the one hand, I am able to supply the rich and complex nuances of the events
without making them explicit in the ensuing account. On the other, I have to restrain
my passion to expose ethnographical details that may not be immediately relevant,
overlooking the larger forces at work and failing to make a critical analysis that
requires some distancing and analytical abstraction. I decided to foreground the
broader structures and consciously try to avoid any moral judgements of the positions
of individuals involved in the conflict, without any illusions that it would be possible
to present a purely objective and neutral account of the event.

Living several hundred kilometres away, I had not heard of this university’s existence
until a few weeks prior to my attempt to seek admission in the mid-1970s, I applied
there only after I discovered that I could not afford to pay the admission fees for a
local school of engineering at a more prestigious state university in the city of Malang
that offered me admission. I was admitted to SWCU soon after paying an admission
fee one-fifth of what was demanded in the state-funded university. Two decades
later the ratio was in reverse. Some of the best applicants who succeeded the
admission tests at SWCU had to pay fees four or five times what their counterparts
paid in the state university in Malang.

Most state universities imposed quota restrictions to limit the number of students of
Chinese descent. Consequently, young Chinese Indonesians flocked into private
schools or pursued overseas study. In the early 1980s, the President of SWCU
claimed that the University had the smallest percentage of students of Chinese
descent among Christian schools.

These measures include paternalistic counselling, religious rituals, moralistic
persuasion, or threats. Daniel Dhakidae (1991:388-98) provides a more elaborate
account of a parallel process taking place in the media industry.

Informed readers will note that fairly soon afterwards, Indonesia also saw for the
first time a general election where more than one presidential hopeful was officially
in fierce competition. Malaysia had institutionalized electoral democracy much
earlier. During Suharto’s New Order regime, nomination of alternative presidents
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took place more than once, but it was never legal or taken seriously by the public.
If anything, the nomination was seen largely as an expression of dissent.

It is important to mention this because the same style of conflict resolution has been
one defining feature of Indonesia’s national politics as evident in the series of state-
sponsored acts of violence from 1993 outside the war zones of East Timor, West
Irian, and Aceh.

Incidentally Arief Budiman is a friend of Chandra Muzaffar. In 1984 Chandra visited
SWCU for a conference which Arief convened.

The reappropriation of the campus space thus accomplished may have prefigured
the use of art and music to similar ends by women and arts activists in 1998-9 (see
Chapters 6 and 7).

From 1995 there were serious attempts on the part of these dissenting academics to
work together with a consortium of major business groups in the capital city of
Semarang to open a completely new university system. Had this taken place, the
exodus of the academic and administrative staff would have been greater with the
existence of new opportunities at a nearby institution. Just before the institution
began to operate, the economic crisis of 1997 provided the fatal blow to the project.
Key proponents of this group called themselves as such but I cannot be certain how
widely acceptable such designation was among their constituents.

In the mid-1970s, the only ‘parking space’ available was for bicycles. In the 1990s,
there was never enough parking space for the luxury cars of the students. In the
mid-1970s, more than a few classes began with a class prayer.

For contemporary subalternism in Malaysia, see Kahn (1994, 1996a: 70) and Abdul
Rahman (2002); for Indonesia see Aspinall (1996), Heryanto (1989, 1996a, 1996¢)
and Uhlin (1997).

Soon after completing his studies in the USA, in 1980 Arief Budiman decided to
join SWCU. His unsolicited decision was a significant recognition of SWCU’s
merits. He was the attraction for many Indonesian academics and university lecturers
from various parts of the country. Other important academics joined the ranks soon
afterwards, one of whom was the Cornell University graduate, George Junus
Aditjondro. The Post-graduate Programme, where Arief and George were the two
core faculty members, soon developed to be well-known nationally and
internationally as a centre of academic pursuits as well as liberal thinking and public
intellectualism. It also became too autonomous for the central administration to
control. The programme was the bastion of dissident life in the conflict that will be
discussed below. Both Arief and George found new university positions in Australia
soon after they left SWCU, in 1997 and 1995 respectively. After Suharto was forced
to resign in 1998, George was best known for being one of the most well-informed
researchers on the wealth of the ousted President Suharto, his family, and cronies
across the globe (see Liebhold 1999; Time 1999).

For decades, student politics in Indonesia had its bases in top state-universities such
as the University of Indonesia (Jakarta), the Institute of Technology in Bandung
(Bandung), or Gadjah Mada University (Yogyakarta). The ruthless military
crackdown on campuses, the banning of all independent student bodies, the
introduction of new and tightly state-controlled student bodies from 1978, and the
systematic co-optation of younger cohorts of academics had eliminated any
systematic and overt dissent in campuses for over a decade. Student politics re-
emerged in public after 1989, but with a series of remarkably different profiles and
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more radical agendas. Unlike their predecessors, student movements in 1989 found
their bases in private universities away from the capital city. SWCU was only one
of several of these. The Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta was one of the very
few old campuses that continued to house such activism. Significantly, Jakarta
student movements that helped push President Suharto’s downfall in May 1998 had
their bases in private universities, of which Trisakti University has become legendary
due to the shootings at a peaceful gathering there. Unlike their predecessors,
post-1978 student activists came from more humble family backgrounds
economically, politically, or culturally, and were regularly engaged with the
emerging politics of the underclasses, both in rural and urban areas. Unlike their
predecessors who demanded more accountable government, these activists
demanded more profound political change and social transformation. Finally, in
marked difference from their predecessors, the majority of student movements after
1978 consciously transcended ethnic and religious divisions. This found its
equivalent in the street protests in Kuala Lumpur from 1998, after twenty years of
absence.

Liek Wilardjo, the nominee of the Pro-Democracy Group, was best known as a
physicist and one of the country’s strongest opponents to then-Minister Habibie’s
proposed project of a nuclear generating plant on the north coast of Central Java.
The same argument may be made with reference to Megawati Sukarnoputri’s
surprising resilience in outliving Suharto’s presidency.

At least two rumours of conspiracy circulated at the time. One suspected that the
government had successfully destroyed the institutional base of critical dissidents,
if not the whole university. The other was suspicious of the conspirational work of
segments within the newly emerging Islamic-leaning social forces that allied with
Suharto’s and later Habibie’s governments. Arief Budiman is a Muslim. Such
rumours expressed more about the anxieties of those who circulated them than the
events.

The more famous case of recent decades has been China’s rapid and sustained
industrialization which was one of the factors leading to the Tiananmen Square
killings on 4 June 1989.

For a fuller account of the banning and its historical context, see Hanazaki (1996:
199-252).

Arief won a total victory in court, that ruled all his demands be met by SWCU. The
plaintiff appealed to the higher courts, but lost throughout. Nonetheless, SWCU
refused to obey the court ruling and Arief never insisted on its execution. In Jakarta
TEMPO gained victory only to the level of Higher Court. Soon after President
Suharto’s downfall, the news magazine regained its licence and republished.
Students and staff who left SWCU in defiance of the incumbent administrator found
it easier to transfer to other private universities such as the University of Sanata
Dharma in Yogyakarta.

While the successful elections of 1999 have been widely recognized, most
commentators do not mention the efforts of thousands of these committed political
instructors. This is not to suggest, however, that they take full responsibility for the
low levels of fraud and violence during the elections. Several other factors must also
have made it possible, for instance the general demoralization and widespread
wariness of any confrontation immediately following a long and uninterrupted series
of spectacular civic and state violence over a span of more than two years,
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Talk of secessions both before and especially after Suharto’s downfall did not
necessarily undermine the above arguments. Not only were there strong anxieties
about national disintegration, underscoring the desired or ideal, but among those
who felt they had had enough of Jakarta’s heavy-handed Javanese imperialism, the
desirable alternatives appeared to be the independence of new nations, rather than,
say, anarchy or other forms of post-national sentiments.

Benedict Anderson’s theory of nations as imagined communities has been well-
noted, where, inter alia, he characterizes the nationalist sentiment as a ‘deep
horizontal comradeship...[that has made] it possible, over the past two centuries,
for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die for’ the nation
(Anderson 1983:16).

The most telling example is the opposite portrayal of Budi Utomo in the two
historical narratives. For decades, the government officially declared the Javanese
aristocrat’s association to be the first modern organization with a nationalist cause.
Pramoedya’s novels, a product of nearly twenty years of research, portrayed the
body principally as an exclusively Javanese elite club that the colonial regime
tolerated precisely because of its non-challenging agendas, Also in contrast to the
official account of the nation’s early formation, Pramoedya’s historical narratives
accorded more recognition to the merits and contributions of females, the
underclasses, Eurasians and ethnic Chinese.

The best and most comprehensive expression of such a view can be found in Yayasan
Keluarga Bhakti (1993).

Malaysian journalists complained about their eroded credibility in public, called for
more press freedom, and demanded the repeal of the Printing Presses and
Publications Act of 1984. Under the Act, media companies have to renew their permit
to publish annually, depending upon the degree of their support for the government
of the day. As expected, the government did not accommodate the visibly courageous
challenge, unseen since the mid-1980s when there was a protest against the
‘amendment that widened the powers of the Official Secrets Act’ (Chen 1999).
This refers to the affirmative-action policy primarily in support of the ethnic Malay
majority as well as other officially classified Bumiputera or ‘indigenous’ (see also
Chapter 1) that was launched in 1971 and meant to be completed in 1991. It was
nevertheless extended with some modification.

It was during this time that Chandra Muzaffar visited SWCU as mentioned earlier.
Richard Robison’s (1986) main data and arguments about the economic empires of
Suharto and his family were widely circulated in photocopies across campuses
several years before they became a public controversy in Indonesia following David
Jenkins’s article in The Sydney Morning Herald in 1986.

The situation changed somewhat with the fall of Suharto when the commercial press,
political parties, and members of parliament had more space to contest views (see
Suranto et al. 1999). In neighbouring Malaysia, alternative and oppositional
journalism found more expression on the Internet, given the available electronic
resources and the absence of space to distribute material in print. This development
took place prior to the Anwar saga (see Mee 1998).

In a private conversation with an academic colleague from Bangkok in the mid1990s,
I learned of the striking similarities between situations in Indonesia and Thailand
from the early 1990s. On the one hand, there was a sudden and rapid boom of the
media industry in both countries without adequate human resources. On the other,
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there was an influx of young and talented postgraduates with overseas training who
found their universities lacking both in terms of academic challenges and material
incentives. The symbiosis between the media industry and these highly energetic
academics could not have been better timed. Some of the prominent academics in
both countries could receive remunerations on a regular basis, as much as five times
their salaries, if not more, from writing columns. The situation was somewhat
different in Malaysia, where lecturers earned better salaries.

Obviously there is a limit to this criticism, but such a limit is never fixed, often (but
not always exclusively) in direct parallel to the political climate of the day.

The rallying cry of Reformasi in 1998-9 was not authored by Indonesian student
activists. Its currency was apparently the product of high level diplomatic exchanges
between officials of the International Monetary Fund and the New Order government
in reference to something more radical to pressurize President Suharto to follow an
agreed deal. In any case, once again the mass media accorded the word such salience
in public discourse that radical students did not have much choice but to adopt it to
communicate effectively with the masses. More than once Indonesian activists
attempted to replace it with more radical signifiers such as rransformasi
(transformation) or revolusi (revolution), to no avail. The best result they achieved
was popularizing the idea of reformasi total (total reform) which is a contradiction
in terms.
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3
Developing dissent in industrializing
localities
Civil society in Penang and Batam

Philip F.Kelly

The triangular relationship between economic development, democratization and
civil society formation does not lend itself to simple formulations and correlation.
Even where predictions that economic development would bring democratization
to East and Southeast Asia have not been confounded, the correlation between the
two is at best unclear. Civil society formation, meanwhile, has not proven to be a
sufficient condition for democratization, and there is no a priori reason why it
should be a necessary one either. To further confound predictability in this tangled
trinity, the concepts themselves—development, democracy and civil society—are
fluid and highly contested. This chapter seeks some clarity in this debate by
exploring such ideas in concrete terms and in specific places.

Two locations in particular form the focus of attention—the State! of Penang
(and more specifically Penang Island) in Malaysia and the Island of Batam in Riau
province, Indonesia. These two islands share several important characteristics.
Both have been sites of rapid industrial development over the last thirty years in
the case of Penang, and in the last decade in the case of Batam. Each island has
seen significant social, economic and environmental dislocations as a result of
rapid industrial development. In both cases such development has largely been
driven by foreign direct investment, with the electronics and garments industries
being particularly significant. Much of the industrial workforce in each case has
been young, female and migrant: drawn from around the Indonesian archipelago
to Batam; and from the rest of Malaysia or from Indonesia and Bangladesh, to
Penang. Finally, both locations have benefited economically from state
administrative frameworks closely attuned to servicing the needs of global capital.

In some senses, however, a comparison of Penang and Batam is rather forced.
Industrial development has overlain very different antecedent conditions in each
place: Penang as a historically important colonial trading centre established in the
eighteenth century with a nationally anomalous ethnic composition; Batam as a
minor outpost of the Indonesian archipelago, populated by just a few small fishing
villages. Industrial development itself has taken different trajectories in each case.
Penang has emerged as a significant node in the global geography of the electronics
industry where an increasingly sophisticated local industrial structure has
developed, capturing higher value processes in the production chain. Batam,
meanwhile, remains largely at the level of product assembly, with higher-end
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functions remaining in Singapore or elsewhere in the global structures of the firms
located there. More important than the distinctiveness of development trajectories
in each place, however, are the very different national contexts of regulation and
political power in which they lie. Penang’s development has been in the context
of a bureaucratic or statist authoritarianism in which the power of the executive
has been consolidated at the expense of other sites of political influence. The State
has also industrialized in the context of a federal system of government, with
considerable pro-activity on the part of State government agencies. Batam, on the
other hand, developed in the tight grip of a centralized and militaristic
authoritarianism under Suharto’s New Order.

Despite these differences, perhaps even because of them, a comparison of two
such industrializing locations is instructive in addressing the development-
democratization-civil society nexus. Firstly, it is precisely through comparison
that distinctive state-driven processes of authoritarian developmentalism, and the
varied responses to them, are better identified. Urban middle class civil society
organizations in Penang provide alternative visions to the bureaucratic
authoritarianism that pervades the country as a whole. Yet these are quite different
from the mass-based oppositional forces that emerged in the militaristic
authoritarianism of Indonesia. The contrast with Batam is still more acute, where
neither mass-based nor middle class movements have taken root.

A second benefit derived from adopting two localized case studies is the light
cast upon the geographical variability of civil society formation and
democratization within the national state. Just as the state itself is not a monolithic
institution, but incorporates multiple competing positions and constituencies
within itself at the national level, it is equally true that across the national territory
the constitution of its powers and resistance to them are unevenly developed. Thus
Penang presents a case where autonomous political space is relatively well
developed among certain segments of the population relative to other locations in
Malaysia. Batam, on the other hand, provides a quite different environment. In
both of these ways then, examining such contrasting experiences provides some
clues concerning the conditions necessary for the development of civil society,
and the specific circumstances in both local and national contexts that have
extended or limited these conditions.

The first section of this chapter examines the notion of civil society and its
relationship to the state apparatus. A narrowed definition of civil society will be
developed that emphasizes its dialectical—dependent yet autonomous—
relationship with the state and its role as a sphere of independent reformist political
ideas. Importantly, given the contexts under discussion, the elements of civil
society examined here will largely be confined to secular movements. Subsequent
sections of the chapter then examine the Indonesian and Malaysian examples in
turn, starting with the structural conditions of economic development and political
power at a national level, and then exploring the localized processes of industrial
development in the two case study locations of Penang and Batam. In each case
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the development of civil society organizations in the context of a rapidly
industrializing and developing locality is examined.

Civil society, development and the state

The concept of civil society has a long and diverse heritage, passing through the
works of Hegel, de Tocqueville, Marx, and Gramsci. More recently the notion of
an active social space between the state and the individual has been absorbed into
the mainstream of development thinking through its embrace by the World Bank
and donor agencies. The nature of this social space is, however, far from clearly
defined. Two issues in particular are keenly debated—the extent to which civil
society forms a sphere that is autonomous from the state, and the extent to which
that autonomy necessarily implies a critical perspective on state policies and
power. How these issues are resolved determines which associations or groupings
are considered as being a part of civil society and the role that it should play in
(creating) a democratic society.

Gibbon (1998) identifies two principal episodes in the twentieth century during
which the concept of civil society has held particular currency. The first was in
the writings of Gramsci, who sought to identify the reasons why class-based
imperatives did not have an immediate and decisive impact upon the political
outcome of economic collapse and armed insurrection in Western and Central
Europe during the second decade of the century, as they had in Russia in 1917.
Gramsci locates the explanation for this diversity of experiences in the
heterogeneous and diffuse political and ideological arena created by a civil society
of political organizations and private associations. For Gramsci this sphere
provided insulation against revolutionary change—it was not therefore, in his
view, necessarily a desirable phenomenon.

The second moment of intense interest in civil society came in the 1970s (and
fairly continuously since then) in Eastern Europe, reflecting the activities of anti-
authoritarian movements, notably in Poland and Czechoslovakia. There, civil
society was seen as a positive intervention between politically atomized, powerless
individuals and the totalitarian, all-encompassing state. During the 1980s, this
revived interest in civil society broadened to reflect a desire in leftist intellectual
thinking for a means of moving beyond purely class-based politics towards a more
diverse set of theoretical-political concerns (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). There
emerged an overwhelming interest in ‘new social movements’, with their assumed
transformative potential to broaden and deepen democratic political space
(Escobar 1992). Thus civil society currently tends to be seen as a progressive set
of political forces rather than the conservative, insulating influence that Gramsci
conceptualized. Nevertheless, the ‘mainstreaming’ of the concept in the 1990s has
undoubtedly somewhat blunted the radical ‘edge’ implicit in some usage. Indeed
the role now scripted for NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations) and
grassroots organizations in development policy circles tends to view them as
service providers, often in lieu of the state (see review by Mcllwaine 1998). Such
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organizations are certainly constituents of civil society, but in most definitions
they would not be coterminous with it, although this is a distinction that is seldom
made.

Civil society is then a concept that has been through multiple mutations and
meanings. One area of particular debate concerns the relationship between civil
society and the state. Authors such as Rodan (1996) view civil society as
autonomous from the state and yet existing in a political space that presupposes
the state’s existence. In other words, the notion of civil society is meaningless
without noting its relationship with the state, which underwrites the independent
political space of civil society (Rodan 1996:4). This relationship may be critical,
collaborative or co-optive, but it is nevertheless essential when civil society is
taken to be non-state associational life in the public sphere. Furthermore, civil
society is, in Hewison and Rodan’s (1996) view, a source of political opposition
to state power, albeit with the provisos that opposition need not solely be located
there and not all elements of civil society must be oppositional or indeed
progressive as shown in most chapters in this book. Not all would see civil society
in this directly oppositional role, with many preferring to represent it as a source
of extra-governmental input to policy reform (see for example, Tay 1998).

This chapter is broadly aligned with Rodan’s conception of civil society as
autonomous from the state. In addition, the definition applied here assumes that
civil society organizations incorporate some element of social or political reform
in their agenda for advocacy and activism. This focus implicitly excludes a number
of movements that might otherwise be included under the rubric of civil society.
Service or welfare oriented community organizations that fill the gap left by
inadequate provision of public goods, for example, are largely ignored. Religious
organizations are also excluded, although they too may undertake socially engaged
activities beyond their spiritual mission. We are therefore primarily interested in
those secular social organizations, autonomous from government, that play some
kind of reformist role of advocacy and activism in seeking to bring about social
or political change.

A final point should be noted concerning the application of these concepts to
Penang and Batam. As will be described in more detail below, each represents a
place at the forefront of their respective national experiences of industrial
development. In recent years much discussion has revolved around the role of
economic development in fostering democratization through an assumed
relationship between increasing wealth, the emergence of a ‘middle class’,
increasing social pluralism, involvement in civil society organizations, political
awareness, and thus an expanding political space in which oppositional or
alternative visions might be articulated. The middle class has formed a particular
focus of attention (see Heryanto 1996a, and Chapter 2). While many of the civil
society organizations in Penang and Batam to be discussed below might be
described as ‘middle class’ in the sense that they have urban, cosmopolitan and
sometimes intellectually driven agendas, the emphasis here is not upon the middle
class as a force for democratization per se. Instead, we will focus on the
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organizations themselves, and particularly those that have attempted to challenge
some of the effects of rapid industrial development in terms of labour rights,
environmental degradation, and in some cases, political reform more broadly. The
groups highlighted here are also generally secular, attempting to transcend ethnic
and linguistic boundaries rather than build mass support within them.

Malaysia: bureaucratic and developmental
authoritarianism

Malaysia’s political system is characterized by what has been variously termed
statist democracy or bureaucratic authoritarianism. Oppositional political visions
and activities may exist, but they are subject to the strict and variable control of
the state (see Jesudason 1995, 1996; Saravanamuttu 1989; Crouch 1996). As
outlined in Chapter 1, the mechanisms of such control are largely bureaucratic
rather than violent and comprise a variety of institutional mechanisms. These
include legislative tools such as the Societies Act, Official Secrets Act and Internal
Security Act (which has, not infrequently, been used to subject individual
detainees to violent intimidation and interrogation (see Ramakrishnan 2001)); the
close regulation of trade union formation; a democratic system in which money
politics and gerrymandered constituencies have ensured the entrenchment of the
ruling coalition; the weakening of the judiciary’s role as an impartial arbiter; heavy
government control over the media; and, a blurring of lines between the state, the
government, the executive and UMNO as the dominant party in the ruling coalition
(for elaboration see Jesudason 1995; Barraclough 1985; Crouch 1996: ch. 5).
Many of these restrictions were justified, under Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad in particular, in the name of developmentalism, and legitimized in terms
of an Asian’ alternative to Western liberalism (see Khoo 1995; Chapter 7 in this
book). In other words, the kind of rapid development experienced by Penang and
other states in the Malaysian federation in the late 1990s is intimately connected
with discourses of Asian democracy’ promulgated by Mahathir and other political
leaders.

Despite the growing strength of oppositional politics and calls for political
reform, regulatory restrictions on Malaysian NGOs have, if anything, been
tightened since 1998. In April 1998, for example, an amendment to the Companies
Act was passed that empowered the Registrar of Companies to refuse to register
or wind up a company deemed (in his/her opinion) to be prejudicial to one of the
following: peace, welfare, security, public order, good order, public interest,
national security or morality (New Straits Times, 24 April 1999:6). This
remarkably broad tool was aimed at restricting the activities of many NGOs, who
had registered as companies to avoid the already stringent criteria of incorporation
under the Societies Act. In July 2001, amendments to the Registration of
Businesses Act were passed by the Malaysian parliament, so that when NGOs are
registered as businesses rather than societies or trade unions, they are subject to
the same stringent controls and threat of deregistration, and are required to submit
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annual reports of their activities to the government (SUARAM 2001). In this
instance, whether they are registered as societies, companies or businesses, NGOs
will be required to submit annual reports of their activities to the government
(Straits Times, 7 May 1999:41). This then, is the national structural context in
which the development of civil society organization in Penang must be understood.

Penang in context

In the colonial era, Penang was established as a major centre for the North of
Malaya, servicing a resource-rich hinterland extracting tin, rubber and other
resources. These commodity chains were constituted by liaisons between British
agencies and a network of local Chinese trading capital (McGee et al. 1989).
Reflecting this concentration of the Chinese population in commercial and trading
activities, and a history of immigrant settlement, Penang emerged as a State with
a majority of ethnic Chinese. In the State as a whole, the Chinese community
represented 55 per cent of the population by 1947, but in municipal areas the
proportion rose to around 72 per cent.

By the late 1960s, the State’s economy was in decline as it was eclipsed by
other service centres that attracted investment elsewhere. Adding to the economic
problems, its status as a free port was rescinded in 1969. In response to these
declining fortunes the State government embarked upon a policy of
industrialization through the Penang Development Corporation (PDC) established
in 1970. Taking advantage of policy adjustments at the national level (in particular
the Investment Incentives Act of 1968 and the Free Trade Zone Act of 1971) the
PDC established a series of serviced industrial estates, some with the status of free
trade zones.

Penang’s advantages in terms of a cheap and well-educated labour force, a
developed infrastructure of port and airport facilities, and the links with its
hinterland (a future source of labour migrants), all created local conditions
conducive to industrial growth. In conjunction with national policies to attract
foreign investment and a series of shifts in the global economy creating a new
international division of labour, the State’s manufacturing sector grew rapidly.
The State averaged 8 per cent annual economic growth in the 1970s and 1980s
and exceeded 12 per cent in the early and mid-1990s (PDC n.d.). Between 1970
and 1995 the share of manufacturing in the State’s economy rose from 12.7 per
cent to 54.8 per cent (PDC n.d.). Employment in manufacturing industries grew
from 2,784 in 31 factories in 1970 to 193,308 in 733 factories by June 1998 (figures
taken from the PDC website, http://www.pdc.gov.my, 1999). The overwhelming
focus of Penang’s industrial sector is on the electronics industry, employing 62
per cent of the manufacturing workforce. Penang is now established as a major
centre of production in the global electronics industry with nearly all of the major
international manufacturers of semiconductors and computer hardware located
there, and a well-developed network of supplier and ancillary firms.
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In short, Penang has been transformed over the last thirty years into a major
industrial hub. While PDC figures indicate the loss of 3,466 jobs between 1996
and June 1998, Penang was left relatively unscathed by the regional economic
crisis of 1997-8 (see Far Eastern Economic Review, March 1998). Some
infrastructure projects, such as a third link between the island and the mainland,
have been put on hold by the federal government, but the State’s economy
continues to experience an excess of labour demand over supply.

Various social and environmental costs have been associated with Penang’s
rapid economic growth. The development of beach resorts at Batu Ferringhi in
the 1970s contributed to Penang’s status as Malaysia’s premier tourist attraction
but sparked considerable local opposition at the same time. The pressure for urban
expansion also led to the planned development of Penang Hill—a project cancelled
in the face of strong local resistance to urban encroachment upon an extensively
forested public property (this episode is discussed in detail below). Currently,
Georgetown’s historic core is threatened by redevelopment as rent control
legislation, repealed in 1997, was fully withdrawn at the end of 1999. At the human
scale, employment in local electronics factories has been an economic boon, but
it has occurred under repressive anti-union legislation that bans unionization in
the sector unless organized at the firm level. Thus, while the upgrading of skills
and working conditions in the local electronic industry has been widely noted,
workers have been without common representation to push for minimum working
conditions or wages (see Rasiah 1996).

Secular civil society in Penang

Despite stringent laws concerning popular activism and the formation of societies,
Penang has developed a remarkably rich civil society comprising groups that seek
to address some of the consequences of development and modernization. The sheer
number and diversity of such organizations sets Penang apart from the rest of
Malaysia—only in Kuala Lumpur itself can a similar concentration of activist
organizations be found. In a notorious quote in 1986, when five critical NGOs
were singled out by a federal cabinet minister as ‘thorns in the flesh’ of the nation.
three of the five were based in Penang. Reform-oriented secular civil society
organizations in Penang have, however, adopted a diverse range of strategies in
pursuing their goals. Focusing on the most prominent of these organizations, this
section examines some of those strategies.

Critical collaboration: CAP and MNS

A strategic but critical collaboration with state authorities is often seen by many
NGOs as the most appropriate means of furthering their agendas, not least because
the state is far from monolithic and many individuals within it are sympathetic to
at least some of their goals. This strategy is perhaps best exemplified by the
Consumers’ Association of Penang (CAP) and its affiliated organizations.
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Together they undoubtedly form Penang’s highest-profile NGO. Founded in 1969
by S.M.Idris, CAP has since grown to make its voice heard not just in Penang, but
also nationally and internationally. CAP interprets ‘consumer’ issues broadly, to
include the right of every consumer (i.e. every person) to basic needs such as food,
housing, health care, sanitation, public transport, education and a clean
environment. CAP is therefore much more than a ‘product watchdog’ or a
complaints bureau. It is equally concerned with developmental, environmental
and even human rights issues in a way that sets it apart from many other consumers’
associations.

Around 70 people are employed at CAP’s headquarters in an old mansion on
the outskirts of Georgetown while the association retains an affiliated law firm
with four practising lawyers. The organization is divided into sections focusing
on research, community and rural issues, education, complaints, legal issues,
publications, and the media. While the organization itself operates predominantly
in English and is avowedly secular (and therefore tends to lack a mass base of
support for mobilization), it does engage in extensive work at the community level.
Much of this results from complaints brought to its attention by individuals and
small groups, which CAP then takes up with the appropriate authorities and
through the media. The Association’s own newspaper, Utusan Konsumer, has a
circulation of 80,000 and is printed in English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil. The
Association also has an extensive website that features statements, reports and
research papers on issues such as product safety, food and health, culture,
consumer rights, development, rural concerns, legal issues and the environment.
In addition to its numerous informal international linkages, CAP’s founders also
established a global organization, Consumers International, in the 1970s. Based
in Amsterdam, the latter’s Asia-Pacific headquarters is in Penang.

Environmental issues are also addressed by CAP’s ‘sister’ organization Sahabat
Alam Malaysia (SAM or Friends of the Earth Malaysia) which has a separate
location and much smaller staff. Like CAP, SAM was founded by S.M.Idris, but
is also affiliated with Friends of the Earth International, with whom it exchanges
materials and information. SAM acts as a monitoring and advocacy organization
for environmental concerns both in Penang and across Malaysia. Campaigns in
the late 1990s have addressed pollution and hill slope development in Penang, to
radioactive tin mine tailings in Perak, to the rights of indigenous peoples in areas
threatened by dam construction in Sarawak.

While CAP and SAM have extensive international networks of their own,
another member of the ‘family’, Third World Network (TWN), provides an
explicit international focus to complement the largely local and national terms of
reference of CAP and SAM. Through newsletters, magazines, books and
conferences, TWN takes a global perspective, addressing issues such as world
trade, international financial institutions, biotechnology and agribusiness, global
environmental issues and international politics.

Each member of the CAP family is supported through publication sales,
donations and contributions in kind. While some international funding through
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bilateral or multilateral agencies is available for certain projects, such sources are
limited. Foreign funding also brings with it the danger of accusations by the state
that organizations are subject to foreign influence.

Overall, the politics of CAP and its affiliates might be characterized as critical,
at times even verging on radical, but the organization also maintains strong
channels of communication with governmental authorities. The current Chief
Minister of Penang is a former CAP official and has established a State Ministry
of Consumer Affairs. CAP thus has both personal and institutional mechanisms
through which to influence policy or address issues. Moreover, CAP’s credibility
is greatly enhanced by the expertise that it has demonstrated on a variety of issues
over the years. Perhaps the most important element of CAP’s success has been
the linkages it has forged as a largely urban, middle class and English-speaking
organization with a mass base in other communities on the one hand, and with
national and international channels on the other.

Several issues emerge from the example of CAP. Firstly, although it is primarily
an organization of middle class, English-speaking urbanites, and does not have a
mass base or large membership, CAP does reach out in several senses. Through
the complaints and collective struggles that it takes on board, it engages with
community-level movements. With its access to governmental machinery and
media channels, CAP is able to ‘enlarge’ such struggles to the state and federal
levels. Thus while few of the secular organizations discussed here have popular
bases of support in the way that religiously or ethnically based groups do, CAP
has been highly effective in linking ‘small’ issues with a much wider network of
influence and advocacy. Secondly, CAP and its associates are also able to activate
an extensive international network, such that major campaigns—for example
SAM’s work concerning the plight of indigenous peoples in Sarawak or the impact
of dam construction—are enlarged to a global scale. In this way, parochial
concerns become issues tackled by global civil society.

CAP and other NGOs are represented on various ad hoc government committees
—a feature unique to Penang and not found in other Malaysian states. In general,
however, CAP’s position remains at least an ‘arm’s length’ from the government,
and some would argue that SAM, for example, is at the more vocal and radical
end of the environmentalist spectrum. Other organizations take on a more
collaborative relationship with the state. In the environmental movement in
particular, the Malaysian Nature Society (MNS) adopts a quite different approach
from SAM, avoiding explicitly political statements and adopting a non-
confrontational relationship with existing power structures.

MNS, founded in 1940, is the country’s oldest NGO. The society’s brand of
environmentalism is conservationist, and it defines itself as ‘dedicated to the study,
conservation, protection and enjoyment of the Malaysian natural heritage and the
surrounding region’. The society publishes a scientific journal, the Malayan
Nature Journal, and a popular magazine, Malayan Naturalist. Local activities in
the Penang branch include nature walks, lectures, camping trips and bird watching.
Broader issues such as specific threats to the environment and activities such as
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recycling are addressed through press statements and public awareness campaigns.
All press statements, however, are released through the society’s Kuala Lumpur
headquarters and are carefully calibrated to avoid the appearance of politicizing
environmental issues. Thus, while organizations such as SAM remain distant from
and critical of existing political structures, the MNS works closely with
government and frequently provides representatives for governmental committees
such as the State Environmental Council. Indeed, the Society’s national
headquarters in Selangor is provided free of charge by the State government, while
in Penang the society’s branch office is in subsidized premises in the government-
run Caring Society Complex (Kompleks Masyarakat Penyayang).

Collaboration then, whether erring more on the critical side in the case of CAP/
SAM, or the more collaborative in the case of MNS, has been a strategy adopted
by several secular civil society organizations in Penang. Given the bureaucratic
powers at the state’s disposal to limit the activities of such organizations, it would
seem that they have little choice. This would appear to be a strategic means of
occupying an autonomous political space within an authoritarian context.

Critical consciousness through alternative media: Aliran

A second form of independent political space carved out for civil society in Penang
has been created through alternative media, seeking to raise and maintain critical
consciousness in the face of the government-controlled national media. The
leading example of this is Aliran. Aliran Kesedaran Negara (National
Consciousness Movement) was founded in Penang in August 1977 by a group of
seven Malaysians of differing ethnic backgrounds led by political scientist
Chandra Muzaffar (see also Chapter 2). It is now a national organization ‘dedicated
to justice, freedom and solidarity’, with a philosophy that explicitly promotes
universal values and rejects politics based on ethnic, religious or linguistic
identities. The group’s main activity is the publication of the Aliran Monthly
magazine started in 1980. During its early years, the organization was closely
identified with Penang and addressed mainly local issues.

In the 1990s the group gained prominence as a critical voice on human rights,
corruption, money politics, judicial independence and other contemporary issues
in Malaysia as a whole. The group’s executive committee members have faced
surveillance, and despite various attempts by the federal government to close down
the magazine, the group’s membership grew in the 1990s. By 1999 membership
stood at about 220 and subscriptions to the magazine at around 4,000. More telling,
however, is the growth in Aliran Monthly’s total circulation figures in the late
1990s, from around 10,000 in mid-1998, to almost 20,000 by mid-1999.

The growing popularity of Aliran Monthly represents a significant shift in
political consciousness among many Malaysians in the wake of the sacking and
trial of Anwar Ibrahim. In the mid-1980s, the magazine had tried to popularize its
message by publishing articles in Malay, but its relatively intellectual style could
not compete against the local tabloid press. Now, however, it seems that there is
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a growing appetite for Aliran’s critical political commentary amongst an English-
speaking middle class. Malays and others disturbed by recent political
developments have turned to Aliran and other alternative media for information.
Harakah, the newspaper of the opposition Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS), is
reported to have seen its circulation grow from 80,000 prior to Anwar’s arrest in
September 1998, to as much as 366,000 by the end of 1999 (New Straits Times,
31 December 1999: 31), while some of the dozens of Reformasi websites saw
several million hits in the year following Anwar’s arrest in September 1998. The
role of such media outlets, and Aliran in particular in the case of Penang, has been
to keep open a channel of alternative political thinking—an oppositional
imaginative space to subvert the dominant power of Malaysia’s political
establishment and mainstream media.

Civil society networking: Friends of Penang Hill

A third form of strength and resilience in Penang’s civil society, although one
seldom mobilized, has been derived from the networks of organizations coming
together around a specific issue. Perhaps surprisingly, however, many of those
involved in NGO activities in Penang argue that little sense of ‘community’ exists
amongst them. On a day-to-day basis, individual organizations tend to stick to
their particular ‘issue’ and engage in limited interaction or collaboration. Some
overlap occurs where individuals are involved in several groups and certainly all
are familiar with the key figures and current activities of other organizations, but
there have been few exam ples of a common front being presented. Part of the
explanation for this lies undoubtedly in the inevitable ‘turf’ politics, personality
differences and competition for funding that afflict such organizations. At the
same time, however, there are more substantive differences that divide local
NGOs. The most obvious of these would be the specialization of each organization
on a specific set of issues, but groups also fall into separate camps with regard to
their relationship with state authorities, as noted earlier. While these factors have
tended to keep organizations operating largely independently, specific causes have
brought them together. The most notable example of this has been the campaign
to prevent inappropriate development on Penang Hill.

‘Penang Hill’ refers to the range of hills that rise sharply to the west of
Georgetown on Penang Island, reaching a peak of 830 metres. From the top,
reached by a funicular railway or along forest trails, visitors enjoy magnificent
views of the city and the surrounding hills. On 1 September 1990, a Memorandum
of Understanding was signed by then Chief Minister Lim Chong Eu and the
managing director of Berjaya Corporation, Vincent Tan. The MOU outlined a plan
for the development of Penang Hill by Bukit Pinang Leisure Sdn. Bhd., a
subsidiary of Berjaya. The plan involved 900 acres of land—much of it in, or close
to, forest reserves and water catchment areas—to be developed for a variety of
commercial and recreational facilities. These included: a waterworld complex, a
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cable car, two large hotels, a condominium, an adventure park, a golf course, and
a sports, shopping and entertainment complex.

The announcement was greeted with surprise and dismay by many in Penang.
The planned development had not been through any process of public consultation
or debate. Even many legislators and government officials were apparently
unaware of the proposal. The ecological, hydrological and geomorphological
impact of the proposed project on the relatively undeveloped and tranquil hilltop
area led to the formation of concerted opposition to the plan.

A number of non-governmental groups and individuals—both local and national
—banded together to form the ‘Friends of Penang Hill’ (FOPH). In this way, an
informal network of diverse civil society organizations was created around a
specific issue. The network included: CAP (Consumers’ Association of Penang),
the Malaysian Nature Society, Sahabat Alam Malaysia, the Environmental
Protection Society of Malaysia (EPSM), the Malaysian Trade Union Congress
(MTUCQC), the Universiti Sains Malaysia Academic and Administrative Staff
Association, Aliran, the Penang State Youth Council, ABIM (Angkatan Belia
Islam Malaysia or the Muslim Youth Movement of Maylasia), the Justice and
Peace Commission, the Penang and Province Wellesley Textile Union, the Penang
Mountaineering Society, the Penang Ratepayers’ Association, and the Penang
Heritage Trust. A core group produced a book-length study assessing the value of
Penang Hill, analyzing the Berjaya proposal, and suggesting a detailed alternative
plan (Friends of Penang Hill 1991). The group also produced numerous press
statements and presented a strong critical voice countering the proposed
development. By January 1991, almost 30,000 signatures had been collected on
a petition to preserve the Hill. FOPH also successfully internationalized the
campaign, with coverage of the dispute reaching as far as the Australian Financial
Review and the Los Angeles Times in 1991.

In October 1990 Lim Chong Eu was replaced as Chief Minister by his political
secretary Koh Tsu Koon. Lim had been forced to step down after losing his State
assembly seat to DAP leader Lim Kit Siang, but the election campaign had itself
revolved at least partly around the issue of the Penang Hill development. In May
1991, following public pressure, Berjaya’s environmental impact assessment
(EIA) was rejected by the Federal Department of Environment (DoE) and arevised
and slightly scaled-down plan was then submitted for public debate and DoE
approval. This too was rejected in January 1992 and the entire plan was then
shelved.

In the light of the Berjaya affair, Chief Minister Koh ordered the State’s Town
and Country Planning Department to draft a Penang Hill Local Plan that would
propose developmental directions for the area in keeping with the environmental
context and public opinion. The Plan was unveiled in March 1997 and allowed
for a variety of hotel developments, as well as retail areas, a visitor centre and
ecotourism facilities. The Plan has yet to be implemented on the ground, despite
the urging of a federal minister for Culture, Arts and Tourism in June 1999 that
the State government should develop the Hill ‘as soon as possible’ (New Straits
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Times, 11 June 1999:9). While Penang Hill has so far escaped redevelopment,
such ministerial statements suggest that the issue may eventually be broached
again. In addition, a challenge to Koh Tsu Koon’s leadership of the State Gerakan
party in May 1999 was rumoured to have been supported by parties with an interest
in the project and backed by Vincent Tan of Berjaya. One of Koh’s most vociferous
critics within the State Gerakan party was the Penang Chinese Chamber of
Commerce President and former Party Vice-Chairman Tan Kok Pin. Tan had been
executive director of Bukit Pinang Leisure Sdn. Bhd. and owned 29 per cent of
the company (New Straits Times, 31 January 1999: 2). While Koh won re-election
to the leadership, some interpret Tan’s challenge as a warning from powerful
interests that do not wish to be impeded in their plans. The Friends of Penang Hill
network is now dormant, but those involved continue to monitor developments
and are prepared to reactivate the opposition alliance if inappropriate development
proposals for the Hill should again emerge.

The FOPH case illustrates some important themes concerning the political
spaces in which civil society organizations were working. Firstly, the controversy
brought together diverse groups from the Nature Society to the Trade Union
movement in a network that transcended their specific terms of reference or
concerns. Such diverse groups also spoke to very different constituencies, from
middle class English-speaking urbanites in the former to working class factory
operators, often from rural areas, in the latter. The impressive size of the signed
petition illustrates its grassroots reach. This ‘network’ space of politics both
strengthened the opposition as various talents and perspectives could be brought
to bear on the subject, but it also diffused any sense that ‘minority interests’ or
questionable motives were driving the campaign. It is easier to discredit an
individual critic than to undermine a broad-based and well-informed campaign.?

The second point to make is that the network was not simply local, but also
extended to organizations with a national scale of operations, such as the
Environmental Protection Society of Malaysia and ABIM. For a developer
operating with substantial political influence at the national level, it was
undoubtedly crucial that the oppositional struggle should also be elevated to the
national arena.

Finally, the network of linkages in the FOPH campaign was broadened to an
international scale. While international linkages may sometimes be a hindrance
to effective political organization in the Malaysian context, the international
publicity that campaigns such as the FOPH receive undoubtedly registers their
complaints at the highest level of the federal government.

The formation of such a network, while rare, illustrates a potent source of
strength for critical civil society organizations. While each operates within
stringent regulatory limitations on its own specific set of concerns, when an issue
emerged that could unite diverse groups around a common cause, a substantial
success was achieved. The implication would seem to be that the political space
of individual organizations can be multiplied through networking to create an
effective oppositional front to a specific developmental programme.
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The conditions for political space: accounting for civil society
in Penang

The handful of organizations described above exemplifies what is, in comparison
with other states in Malaysia, a relatively strong associational life in Penang. The
island may not be a hotbed of oppositional politics but it has spawned an unusually
rich group of organizations seeking to advance a critical and reformist agenda. To
the extent that Penang does stand out in the national context in this respect, it
illustrates the spatial variability of state power and spaces for civil society
formation around it. It is therefore worthwhile identifying some tentative factors
that might account for this.

The first characteristic to be noted is that social organization beyond formal
governmental structures, and a certain level of liberalism, have long been a part
of life in Penang. The State was the site of the Penang Free School, founded in
1816. The first English-medium school in Southeast Asia, it subsequently
developed a strong educational tradition, allowing the transfer of liberal Western
ideas on issues such as human rights, consumer rights and environmentalism.
Equally, Penang was also an early centre for Islamic scholarship in Southeast Asia,
which tied it to another cosmopolitan sphere of intellectual influences. Prior to
colonialism, as a largely immigrant society, early settlers also formed clan houses
(kongsi), trade guilds and mutual aid groups to assist members of their own
community—based on place of origin, language, ethnicity and religion. Over 500
such organizations have existed at one time or another in Penang, providing
medical assistance, financial aid and other support. While it would be tempting to
trace the vitality of social organization in Penang to this source, the more active
contemporary movements in fact share little common lineage with these older
organizations. Indeed the prominent organizations described above define
themselves in explicitly inter-communal terms. It might, however, be reasonably
claimed that a tradition of social organization and involvement has long existed
on the island, and that a settlement society based on extra-local linkages and
without the historically feudal social formations elsewhere in Malaya, provided
fertile ground for more liberal approaches to governance and the public sphere.

A second factor in Penang’s contemporary political complexion might also be
the relatively sympathetic context provided by the State’s political leadership. The
Chief Minister Koh Tsu Koon is himself a former leader in the State’s non-
governmental sector, having been an official of CAP and a lecturer at Universiti
Sains Malaysia. Unlike many Malaysian politicians, he is considered to be
relatively free of the business interests that have elsewhere frequently guided
policy decisions. In the example of the Penang Hill dispute as described earlier,
Koh stopped development plans in the face of pressure from a coalition of local
NGOs. In recent years too, channels have been provided for policy inputs from
civil society. One example that warrants some elaboration is the Sustainable
Penang Initiative (SPI).
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In 1997 the State government established the Socio-Economic and
Environmental Research Institute (SERI) as an ‘independent’ think-tank for
research and long-term strategic planning and policy formulation. In late 1997,
SERI launched SPI, with funding from the Canadian government and UN
agencies, to establish a process for greater public participation in defining goals
for development planning.

Between November 1997 and September 1998, the SPI initiated a series of
roundtables on issues relating to the State’s future development. The roundtables
discussed, in turn, ecological sustainability, social justice, economic productivity,
cultural vibrancy and popular participation. Conscious that these events had drawn
a largely middle class audience that was fluent in English, two further roundtables,
this time conducted in Malay and Mandarin respectively, were conducted in
October 1998 and January 1999, though both were poorly attended. The SPI
describes itself as a ‘community-level sustainability indicators project’ and each
roundtable was designed to precipitate issues of concern that small groups of
participants would then discuss in order to develop a vision statement and
indicators that could be used to gauge the sustainability of Penang’s development.

Participation in the roundtables was by invitation of SERI/SPI and each session
attracted individuals from government, NGOs, business, industry, professional
associations and academia. The vast majority, however, were drawn from research
and academic institutions or NGOs. The SPI represented a unique exercise in
participatory governance by a Malaysian state. The roundtables were supported
and even on occasion attended by the Chief Minister and the State Executive
Councillor for Economic Planning. Several members of the SPI steering
committee also made presentations of the results to small groups of senior State
government officials.

From the point of view of the participants, many regarded the roundtables as
excellent opportunities for networking with other NGOs and airing a range of
pressing concerns. Nevertheless, many also remained sceptical about the long-
term significance of the process in fostering popular participation in and influence
over development planning. These concerns also address the broader relationship
between the State government and civil society. The first question concerns the
extent to which middle class, urban, English-speaking advocates can genuinely
speak for a mass base of rural or working class Penangites (for comparison see
Chapters 2 and 4). Based on direct representation or experience, clearly they
cannot. But civil society leaders, through channels such as the SPI, do provide an
alternative voice and thus expand the political space within the State.

The real effectiveness of such participation is the second question. Many
participants in the SPI argued that the issues discussed remained relatively
innocuous, focusing for example on essentially middle class concerns about
environmental quality, such as air pollution, rather than more fundamental
questions of environmental sustainability. In addition, specific contentious issues
such as proposals for a third link between the island and the mainland were never
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even on the agenda. Thus, while the State has permitted an airing for alternative
voices, it has also limited the agenda that they may address.

Finally, despite the apparent openness of the State government to such broad
public input, other demands and pressures may ultimately have a stronger
influence. The private sector lobby within the State is one obvious example, but
another is the centralized power of the Malaysian federal government which
exercises direct control over many aspects of State-level development. Few
specific powers for long term planning, aside from land use regulations, reside
with the Penang State government. Moreover controls over the formation of civil
society organizations, permissions to hold meetings and so on, also come under
federal jurisdiction with little power accorded to individual states.

Attributing Penang’s relatively active civil society entirely to contemporary
political tolerance would therefore seem misguided—not least because most of
the prominent organizations described earlier trace their origins to the 1970s when
the much less sympathetic Chief Minister Lim Chong Eu was in control. A third
and more enduring aspect of Penang’s political scene is the distinctive ethnic
balance that makes it the only state in which Malays, or others categorized as
Bumiputera, are not a majority. Thus, the Chinese population forms an anomalous
enclaved majority on the island of Penang. For this reason, along with its
geographical remoteness from the metropolitan core, Penang’s politics has often
marched to a different beat. Until 1972, when the State’s Gerakan Party formally
joined the National Front coalition, the State legislature was controlled by
opposition parties (until 1969, this was in the form of opposition socialists).
Similarly, until the abolition of elected local government in the State in the early
1970s and its replacement with appointed officials, the city of Georgetown was
also held by opposition parties. Even now, with its roots in democratic socialism
and its largely Chinese support base, Gerakan remains a junior partner and
marginal player in the ruling coalition at the national level. It might be argued
therefore that Penang’s lack of Malay party political hegemony, and a background
of less than firm political allegiance to the core, have created conditions conducive
to independent and critical social movements.

A final point worth noting is the active role played in civil society organizations
by faculty, former faculty and graduates of the Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM)
in Penang. While Penang was historically a rival for Kuala Lumpur as an
educational centre, Kuala Lumpur emerged in the post-colonial era as Malaysia’s
predominant administrative and educational hub. As a result, Penang has
developed a more liminal identity in intellectual terms, in some ways comparable
to Salatiga as discussed in Chapter 2. While scholars in Kuala Lumpur are better
connected to the sources of funding, consultancies and political influence, some
would argue that those in Penang have been left with more space for intellectual
pursuits and social activism. Nevertheless, this factor too should not be overstated
—USM is far from being a hotbed of radicalism and the contemporary student
body is largely politically inert.



PHILIP F.KELLY 77

Indonesia: centralized and coercive authoritarianism

The structural conditions for alternative political space in Indonesia have been
quite different from those created by the bureaucratic authoritarianism of
Malaysia. More than three decades of Suharto’s New Order created an
environment in which the state’s capacity to repress, neutralize, or co-opt
opposition was highly developed. Power was increasingly centralized with the
President and in Jakarta while the military remained closely involved in many
aspects of economic and political life. Added to this was the brutal suppression
of alternative political voices in the late 1960s and the continued buttressing of
state power through violent coercion. The result has been, until the tumultuous
changes of the late 1990s, an authoritarian context characterized by centralization
and coercive repression.

In this context civil society organizations have been forced to adopt a highly
localized and apolitical stance while avoiding controversial macropolitical issues
(Eldridge 1995). Nevertheless, Eldridge argues that NGOs did create within the
New Order framework a more pluralistic political landscape by the late 1980s (see
also Aspinall 1996). But such pluralism, certainly until the fall of the New Order
in 1998-9, was calibrated, with NGOs treading a careful line lest they be branded
subversive. Indeed the label non-governmental organization (Organisasi Non-
Pemerintah, or ORNOP) ceased to be widely used by the mid-1980s as it was
perceived to imply ‘anti-government’. Instead, NGOs were labelled LSM
(Lembaga Swadaya Masyarakat or self-reliant community institutions) or LPSM
(Lembaga Pengembangan Swadaya Masyarakat or institutions for developing
community self-reliance). Both were in keeping with the dominant ideology of
‘Pancasila’ democracy, implying small-scale self-help activities or at least projects
in keeping with the government’s agenda. It is in this broader context that the
political space for civil society formation on Batam must be considered.

Batam: peripheral hub of Indonesian capitalism

While Penang’s development was starting to accelerate in the early 1970s, Batam
was still a sparsely inhabited island of fishing communities with a population of
around 6,000 located in the Riau archipelago just south of Singapore (and about
1.5 hours flying time from Jakarta). In 1971, a Master Plan for Batam Island was
devised by the state oil company Pertamina with a view to developing an oil and
gas exploration base and downstream processing activities on the island. It was
only in 1973, however, that industrial areas were designated on Batam. In 1974,
a customs-free bonded zone was created on the island and the Batam Industrial
Development Authority (BIDA) was established. Only following these
developments was broader industrial development mooted. Designated by BIDA
as ‘The Preparation Period’, this period lasted until 1976 (BIDA 1999).

“The Preparation Period” was followed by a two-year ‘Consolidation Period’
but it was in 1978 that Batam’s political and economic significance was confirmed.
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Then the entire island was designated as a bonded zone in order to encourage
export-oriented industries and B.J. Habibie took over the chairmanship of BIDA.
This was BIDA’s self-proclaimed ‘Infrastructure Development and Capital
Investment Period’ and lasted until Habibie stepped down to assume the
Indonesian Vice-Presidency in March 1998. These twenty years saw phenomenal
changes on the island with the official population growing almost tenfold from 31,
800 in 1978 to 266,428 by December 1998. There is reason to believe that even
this figure is a vast underestimate given the numbers of unrecorded migrants
arriving daily on the island from all parts of the Indonesian archipelago. Senior
BIDA officials estimate that the total may be as high as 500,000 with 1,000-2,000
new arrivals disembarking every week.

Over the same twenty-year period, the island’s registered workforce grew from
a few thousand to over 140,000 with an imbalance towards women who
represented 56 per cent of the total. The greater number of women provides some
indication of the gendered division of labour that exists in the island’s industrial
estates. The largest of these, Batamindo, is an Indonesia-Singaporean joint venture
between the Salim Group of Indonesia and the government-linked Singapore
Technologies (now Sembcorp Industries) and Jurong Town Corporation. Located
on 320 hectares at Muka Kuning in the heart of the island, Batamindo employed
just over 64,500 workers by the end of 1998, half of them accommodated in
dormitories within the estate. Clearly, given Batam’s low population two decades
ago, nearly all of these workers were migrants from elsewhere in Indonesia. Most
of the workforce is accounted for by manufacturing (75 per cent), construction
(10 per cent) and the leisure industry (7 per cent) (BIDA 1999).

Two distinctive characteristics lie behind Batam’s development. The first is a
unique administrative structure in which BIDA rather than the local municipal or
provincial governments controls all development planning on the island. The
Chairman of BIDA reports directly to the President and thus bypasses intermediate
levels of authority. The result is that development on the island has been explicitly
directed towards the needs of foreign capital locating in industrial estates, while
social concerns have assumed only secondary importance (Peachey 1998). A
second dimension of Batam’s development is its proximity to Singapore. As such,
foreign investors located ‘high-end’ operations in the latter while labour intensive
production facilities were displaced to Batam’s low-cost industrial estates. This
arrangement was given governmental recognition in 1989 through the SIJORI
‘growth triangle’ that sought to bring the Riau islands, the State of Johor in
Malaysia and Singapore into a unified regional economy (Parsonage 1992).
Industrial investment thus took off on Batam in the 1990s with Singapore-based
capital at the forefront of the process.

Rapid development on Batam has transformed the island’s physical and social
landscape. Forests across the island have been razed to make way for new
commercial centres, residential estates, tourist resorts and industrial areas. While
some migrants, particularly those brought in on temporary contracts to work in
the Batamindo industrial estate, are accommodated in workers’ dormitories, many
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more live in squatter settlements on land that has been cleared of forest but
undeveloped (Peachey 1998). In addition to a constant stream of migrant workers,
the island also received over 1 million tourist arrivals in 1998. Many of these
visitors were Singaporeans, and Batam has developed a ‘leisure economy’ to
supply their needs. For some, this means the resort development on the
northeastern coast of the island, for others the sex industry in Nagoya (Batam’s
commercial centre)—the source of a growing incidence of HIV/AIDS.

Batam is undoubtedly one of Indonesia’s ‘frontiers’ of development. Even
during the economic crisis of 1997-9, investment in the island continued to grow
and migrants arrived, drawn by the prospects of employment and fleeing from
conflict-ridden parts of the country (BIDA 1999). Despite the profound social and
environmental transformations that these continuing changes wrought, the role of
civil society in shaping or resisting the process of development was very limited.

Civil society on Batam

Whereas Penang has a relatively well-developed civil society, on Batam the
converse prevails. Notwithstanding the island’s much smaller population (about
a third of Penang’s), Batam’s civil society is relatively truncated and takes a quite
different form. This is despite the very evident and pressing consequences of rapid
urban and industrial development that afflict the island.

Most of the organizations that do exist on Batam are small, poorly funded and
limited in scope. There are few, if any, that bear resemblance to the secular
advocacy organizations so prominent in Penang. One identifiable group of
organizations focuses on public service provision. These are the organizations that
would be categorized as LSM as noted above. In 1999 there were twenty-four
such organizations registered with the local office of the Department of Social
Affairs (DEPSOS). Registration is not a legal requirement but such organizations
tended to do so in order to gain legitimacy in the eyes of the authorities and to be
eligible for the very limited funds available from DEPSOS. Almost all of these
organizations were classified by DEPSOS as ‘embryonic’—meaning that they are
small and highly localized—and most provide some sort of social service such as
welfare, adoption programmes, playgroups, elderly support networks, Muslim
schools or education and health care among sex workers. In all cases then, these
organizations are engaged in activities that fill the gaps left by inadequate social
services from governmental authorities. They focused on service delivery rather
than critical advocacy or activism regarding these issues. Six of the twenty-four
organizations concentrated on working among those with HIV/AIDS and emerged
in order to tap funds being directed at the issue by the World Bank and other
international organizations. They were thus as much a response to a funding source
as a response to a problem.

Many LSMs on Batam were coordinated by the KKKS (Koordinator Kegiatan
Kesejahteraan Sosial) which, while technically independent of the government,
is also part of the hierarchy of coordinating bodies that stretches up to the
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provincial and national levels. Perhaps more pertinently, several of these
organizations, including the office of the KKKS, were in the late 1990s under the
direct control of Ibu Soedarsono, the younger sister of former President B.J.
Habibie. Limited funds are received from the government, but the coordinator also
accesses external sources—including World Bank funds for HIV/AIDS projects.
Importantly, few if any of Batam’s LSMs operate beyond Batam.

Youth groups (karang taruna) exist in almost every village through which
youths (aged 10-24) organize village projects, social activities and sporting
events. Larger villages and urban centres have youth groups that belong to the
Komite Nasional Pemuda Indonesia (National Committee of Indonesian Youth).
These and other youth organizations are, however, government-initiated with
funding for specific projects coming from BIDA, the Batam Municipality and
private companies.

For all of the organizations described thus far, however, the emphasis is on
service provision rather than advocacy or activism for social and political change.
In just two areas—environmentalism and labour rights—has there been some
evidence of a limited move away from these apolitical or government-initiated
groups and towards a wider reformist agenda. Each illustrates a different civil
society formation, adapted to the contours of the Indonesian political landscape.

Corporate society

Corporate civil society forms a limited but potentially important element of
alternative social power on Batam. Such is the importance of industry to the island
that it is difficult for authorities to ignore the voice of corporate investors,
especially those foreign businesses who drive the island’s economy. Two business
associations have emerged in Batam specifically to address environmental issues.

The first, BILIK (Bina Lingkungan Daerah Industri Pulau Batam), hardly
comes under the rubric of civil society at all, having been established as a non-
profit organization in November 1996 through a decree from the Chief Executive
of BIDA. The impetus to create the organization came after instances of chemical
spillage on Batam but more specifically from multinational corporations
demanding that their suppliers or subsidiaries achieve ISO 14000 certification for
environmental management. BILIK was intended to be a forum for
communication between corporate stakeholders and a channel for consciousness-
raising on issues relating to environmental conservation. Issues addressed by the
group include hazardous waste management and erosion control. The
organization’s membership in 1999 consisted of thirty-three companies (mostly
multinational investors) and its activities included seminars, training sessions and
a regular bulletin to facilitate information exchange between members on
environmental management issues. Support for these events has come from
membership fees, as well as external donors, such as the Hanns Seidel Foundation
of Germany, and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP). In addition to the
group’s local activities, members also participated in workshops in the USA
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(through the US-Asia Environmental Partnership, or USAEP) and at the Regional
Institute of Environmental Technology (RIET) in Singapore.

Despite the evident need for environmental concerns to be addressed, BILIK
faced a lukewarm reception. Some misinterpreted its purpose and assumed that
their membership fee would be used to provide a ‘clean-up’ or environmental
trouble-shooting service. Those involved complain that even the group’s own
board members lacked commitment to developing the orga nization and members
showed little enthusiasm for events. Available funds were insufficient even to
employ a full-time coordinator. As a result, by mid-1999 BILIK was petering out
with no further events planned.

While BILIK withered, another organization, Green Link, emerged with an
environmental agenda. Unlike BILIK, the latter is an independent organization
without formal government linkages and without a membership base. While Green
Link defines its ‘stakeholders’ more broadly than BILIK to include government
bodies, other environmental NGOs, research organizations and consultants, once
again it is private industry and not the ‘public’ that features most prominently.
The role of the organization is envisaged primarily as one of liaison between
government and industry and between outside environmental organizations and
local companies. Green Link’s network apparently extends beyond Batam to
Jakarta, and to NGOs in the UK and the USA. The organization is still very much
in its formative stages, however, with just three core activists and representatives
from the various ‘stakeholder’ sectors. The group plans to access funds from
international sources, including UNEP and USAEP. Issues to be addressed are
waste management, environmental technologies and corporate environmental
management systems—essentially the same brand of technocratic
environmentalism as BILIK.

These corporate environmental groups indicate some of the limitations on civil
society formation in Batam. Broader society—‘the public’—tends not to be
counted as a stakeholder in such organizations, which have limited their activities
to corporate and technocratic environmentalism. Within the corporate
constituency to which these activities are addressed, there appears to be very
limited enthusiasm, except among a committed minority. Moreover, the agenda
of such organizations appears to be driven at least in part by the commercial
imperatives of member companies (e.g. transfer of environmental technology,
certification under ISO 14000 for marketing purposes, etc.). This imperative also
applies more broadly in Batam where it appears that the developing areas of civil
society are those that can attract funding from international agencies and
foundations. Thus the issues validated as important are being defined (not
necessarily incorrectly) from the outside.

Religion and labour rights

The level of unionization among workers on Batam has been low, reflecting
restrictions on formal labour organization under the New Order at both national
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and local levels (see Hadiz 1997, and Chapter 4 in this book). Only the state-
approved SPSI (Serikat Perkerja Seluruh Indonesia) has had any presence in
Batam until recently. There are, however, several organizations that have emerged
in recent years to address concerns among the burgeoning industrial workforce.
The first is a Christian-based welfare and counselling centre for female industrial
workers that also engages in advocacy on their behalf. The second is a youth
mosque catering to workers in the Batamindo industrial estate, but providing little
in the way of independent representation for workers. The third is an independent
trade union organization that has only recently been able to organize workers on
Batam but looks likely to expand its activities in the future. The purpose in
highlighting these three sites within civil society is that they demonstrate the
important role that religious organizations have played in maintaining a space for
civil society in Indonesia, and yet such organizations have the potential to play a
repressive rather than a reformist role. At the same time, a changing political
environment has allowed the entry of independent trade unionism, previously
unheard of on Batam.

Pusat Pelayanan Nakerwan di Batam (PPNB, Women Workers’ Service
Centre), established in December 1996, is a Christian organization under the
auspices of the Persatuan Gereja-Gereja Indonesia (PGI, Indonesian Council of
Churches). Batam was chosen as the site for this project by PGI because of its
importance both as a destination for the internal labour migration of female
workers and as a launching point for overseas workers going to Singapore and
Malaysia. The main function of the centre is to provide counselling for both local
employees and prospective or returning overseas workers on issues related to
working conditions, health, legal rights and job hunting. The PPNB will not,
however, intervene directly in disputes between workers and employers. The
Centre also provides a shelter for workers escaping abusive employment situations
and engages in advocacy work on behalf of such workers. Current issues in
Batam’s industrial sector include the temporary and insecure nature of contracts
under which most workers are employed, poor working conditions and inadequate
pay, the deleterious health effects of production line work, and the denial of
women’s rights where pregnancy or marriage can lead to dismissal. Funding for
the organization comes in part from PGI’s Jakarta headquarters, which in turn is
partly supported by a Dutch Christian organization. PPNB, however, is heavily
dependent on volunteers and remains short of funds. While the main PPNB Centre
is in Nagoya, a second counselling centre in a port and industrial area at Sekupang
was closed due to lack of funds. The Centre maintained links with migrant worker
NGOs in the receiving countries and is currently seeking funds from overseas
agencies. It was also linked to local NGOs that worked on health issues,
particularly those addressing HIV/AIDS issues.

Another neligious-based organization for workers was provided by the ‘youth
mosque’ (Remaja Mesjid Nurul Islam, RMNI) at the Batamindo Industrial Estate.
Well over half of Batamindo’s workforce was Muslim and until 1993, religious
activities at the industrial estate were organized around a mushollah (a common
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area for the performance of religious duties) in the workers’ dormitories.
Subsequently, the activities became formalized into the youth mosque, opened by
B.J.Habibie and affiliated with his ICMI (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia.
Association of Muslim Intellectuals of Indonesia). At least part of the impetus for
this development came from firms inside the estate and the mosque followed by
organizing activities inside most factories. Indeed, every company was expected
to have a Quranic recitation group for its workers. The mosque thus has a firm-
level network of organizations and members within the estate, and a monopoly
on the organization of Islamic activities for workers. Ultimately, however, the
organizers of the mosque’s activities declared themselves to be ‘under’, and
answerable to, the Batamindo management, which was keen to maintain close
control over all activities within the estate. The religious nature of the mosque is
thus ambiguous, or perhaps more accurately, the secular nature of the Batamindo
management also extends to the workers’ spiritual lives.

In addition to religious activities, the mosque also organized sporting and social
events, orientations, courses and ‘how-to’ workshops on being a good mother,
father or housewife (the latter reflecting the fact that many workers will stay for
just a couple of years before returning home to start a family). While the mosque
has no formal role in industrial relations, it became involved in instances where
religious observance affects the workplace—for example in the observance of
fasting during Ramadan. However, the mosque has also been careful that those
workers who are identified with it should be perceived as good and reliable
workers and certainly did not neglect its role as provider of moral guidance for
workers, even where this strays into secular matters, Employees are thus
discouraged from job-hopping or leaving their jobs without notice. Combined with
the mosque’s close relationship with Batamindo, this means that its role was far
removed from that of a workers’ advocacy organization. On the contrary, its
function was perhaps better read as a form of spiritual discipline over the
workforce.

While the SPSI was the only formal union presence in Batam for most of the
island’s rapid development, in December 1995 the SBSI (Serikat Buruh Seluruh
Indonesia) established a branch in Batam. SBSI was founded in 1992 by Muchtar
Pakpahan who was subsequently jailed from 1994 to 1998, when he was released
by President Habibie. It was only after Pakpahan’s release that SBSI was granted
the status of a legal labour organization. By that time, its presence at an informal
level was already well established in Batam, where a local organizer had gradually
worked to raise awareness of the working population concerning labour issues
and rights and providing training in procedures for industrial action and
negotiation. The island has not, however, been a hospitable environment for
unions, with outright hostility from many employers and occasional intervention
from security forces. The Batamindo management is reportedly less resistant
although hardly encouraging. Workers too were reluctant to become involved in
union activities, fearful of retribution and unfamiliar with the concepts of labour
rights. Even by 1999, Batam’s SBSI branch had active members in only about ten
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companies. Despite this low level of unionization, in several cases workers in
particular factories organized strike actions over specific issues without the
involvement of the SBSI. Grievances were heightened after 1997, as wages did
not keep up with the rising cost of living and workers found themselves without
the means to provide for their basic needs.

Limitations on political space in Batam

Examples from the labour movement and environmental organizations highlight
the embryonic nature of civil society formation in Batam. Several factors can be
highlighted that offer explanations for the limited alternative political space on
the island.

The first is the demographic and socio-economic composition of the island. A
tiny proportion of the island’s population was born there, while hundreds of
thousands have arrived in just the last two decades. Many of these labour migrants
have come on fixed contracts with the intention of returning to their home villages
(mostly on Sumatra and Java) when they have saved some money. The population
is thus highly transient and without a long-term commitment to the place. A sense
of anomie prevails. As one interviewee put it, the prevalent attitude is ‘jangan
saling menganggu [don’t bother each other]’. Their sojourn in Batam is focused
purely on employment. Many would describe their time in Batam away from their
home kampung as ‘merantau’, a word connoting a search for adventure, self-
identity and success. Their move to Batam is thus a particular part of their life
plan that is seldom considered permanent. As one interviewee noted: ‘the
atmosphere on Batam is work and work and work only’. Their purposes would
usually not extend to building a more liveable physical and social environment.
Moreover, many have been recruited and brought to the island by a company
contracted by Batamindo to supply labour to the industrial estate. In this way, and
through organizations such as the youth mosque, their behaviour is closely
monitored and controlled. They are thus reluctant to risk unemployment or
religious disapproval. It is also worth noting that workers in Batam have a lot to
lose. Many face shame if they return to their home villages without accumulated
capital, and earnings in Batam are relatively high—in April 1999 minimum wages
across Indonesia were raised and Batam’s remained the highest in the country at
290,000 rupiah per month (approximately US$40 at 1999 exchange rates). To lose
this income through unwise social or political involvement would be devastating
for the individuals concerned.

A second related dimension of Batam’s rapid growth that has militated against
the formation of civil society organizations is the pervasiveness of squatter
housing. Without formal title to their homes, many of Batam’s residents perceive
their social rights to be tenuous and are unwilling to assert them. In a few instances,
resistance to eviction has precipitated ad hoc residents’ organizations, but in
general the transience of accommodation, like the transience of life in Batam more
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generally, serves to undermine any motivation towards civic involvement
(Peachey 1998).

A third important dimension of life in Batam is the island’s administrative set-
up. Although the island is technically a part of Batam Municipality which is
responsible for most social programmes, many local decision-making powers such
as land use are abrogated to BIDA. The latter, in turn, is answerable to the President
alone with little formal accountability at the local level. In this way, the
development of the island has been dictated by a national agenda, but the social
and environmental consequences of that development have been left for an ill-
equipped local government to deal with. A part of that national agenda has been
to discourage civil society formation, particularly where such groups might
encroach upon politically sensitive terrain. Thus it has only been since 1998 that
independent trade union organizations have been able to work openly on Batam.
Perhaps significantly, Batam also lacked a student population to challenge the
political status quo, and thus the island was without this politically catalytic
component which has had an important role elsewhere in the country as
exemplified in Chapters 2, 6 and 7.

A less formal dimension of Batam’s administrative structure has been the degree
to which the Habibie family has dominated the island. When Habibie stepped
down as head of BIDA, his brother Junus (nicknamed ‘Fanny’) replaced him
before stepping down two months later in an atmosphere hostile to such nepotism.
However, as Asiaweek noted in 1998, the family remained heavily involved in
Batam:

Ilham [Habibie’s son] still works at the state aircraft company his father
once ran, and with his younger brother, Thareq, plus an aunt, has a joint
venture to build a $100-million resort on Batam. Thareq’s group is involved
in a Natuna oilfield and in a Batam hotel with a cousin. Habibie’s youngest
brother, Timmy, is boss of the Timsco conglomerate, the family’s biggest
company. Timsco, linked to Suharto crony companies, is planning a $1-
billion container terminal on Batam, where Timmy’s wife operates a taxi
monopoly. (Doubtless some projects are likely to be hit by the woeful
economy.) Habibie’s younger sister, Sri Rejeki [Ibu Soedarsono], chairs a
foundation that runs the island’s hospitals and schools. Her husband is a
former BIDA CEO and still holds the exclusive right to manage Batam’s
ports. Habibie’s elder brother, Satoto, once possessed the sole contract to
clean the tankers docking at Batam.

(Asiaweek, 4 June 1998)

In addition, PT Batamindo Investment Corporation, while involving major
shareholdings by Singaporean government-linked corporations, is also partly
controlled by PT Herwindo Rintas, a company whose owners include Habibie’s
younger brother Timmy, and Suharto’s son, Bambang. The relations between
Batam’s development and national government power structures are therefore
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more than simply institutional. The result has been BIDA’s and Batamindo’s
unquestioned power to develop the island according to a vision devised without
the input of local residents and where their role is largely limited to providing
factory labour. As a result, civil society has been given little room to develop
within the island’s power structure.

Even among those service-based civil society organizations that do exist, the
former President’s family plays a key role. In 1999, Habibie’s younger sister, Ibu
Soedarsono ran four NGOs with operations in Batam, covering a range of welfare
issues such as adoption, counselling and health care for sex workers, youth
organizations, together with hospital and school foundations. As noted earlier, she
was also the head of the coordinating office for LSM on Batam, while her husband,
retired Major-General Darmosoewito Soedarsono (formerly Habibie’s deputy at
BIDA), was chairman of the Batam Indonesia Red Cross. To have such well-
connected individuals engaged in philanthropic work is of course welcome, and
undoubtedly created conditions in which action could be taken quickly and
efficiently. But a side-effect of powerful involvement in Batam’s few NGOs was
the utilization of available funds by those with connections, with little left for
smaller organizations.

Regime change and prospects for civil society on Batam

While a variety of factors limited the space for civil society on Batam, some
dimensions of change do provide grounds for optimism. Several reflect the way
in which the changing political environment at the national level filtered through
to Batam.

First, both BIDA and the Batam Municipality placed greater emphasis on the
social dimensions of the island’s industrial development. The successor to
Habibie’s brother as chairman of BIDA in July 1998 was Ismeth Abdullah who
initiated a self-styled epoch entitled ‘The Extension Development of Batam with
Focus on Social Development and Investment Climate Improvement’ (BIDA
1999). One of Ismeth’s first actions was to establish a Directorate for Resettlement,
Manpower and Social Development in December 1998. This was apparently a
political decision made in Jakarta reflecting changing national priorities. While
social issues may now be a more explicit component of BIDA’s agenda, the
authority has not, however, necessarily embraced the concept of public
participation in development planning in practical terms. Nevertheless, the
rhetoric of social concern in the BIDA planning apparatus was a promising start
and many seemed to believe that the authority’s new chairman was genuine in his
commitment to such issues.

The Batam Municipal Government’s (Pemerintah Daerah Batam) Department
of Social Affairs (DEPSOS) has also displayed an increasingly sympathetic
attitude towards the existence and involvement of NGOs. Indeed, one of the
section heads at DEPSOS has recently established a new independent NGO,
Suarindo, which like several existing NGOs seeks to address issues related to
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health, education, prostitution and HIV/AIDS. Indonesia’s Regional Autonomy
Law of 1999 promised that such local responsiveness might be strengthened, as
districts and municipalities (such as Batam) were given greater autonomy,
authority and resources. Since 2001, however, the Megawati administration has
been engaged in moves to revise the law, reflecting its imperative to retain a unitary
state with strong central control. In any case, some critics have argued that regional
autonomy would simply open the way to many local authoritarianisms and money
politics, rather than a more responsive, equitable and democratic system.

The second source of optimism, also reflecting changing national
circumstances, was the emergence of new organizations on Batam. The presence
of the recently legalized union movement SBSI provided a higher level of
advocacy on labour issues. Green Link, while remaining a largely technocratic
and corporate environmental movement, was nevertheless attempting to place
such issues on the agenda of policy makers and corporate decisionmakers. The
organization could well expand to address a wider range of environmental issues.

Conclusion

Case studies from Penang and Batam provide contrasting experiences of civil
society formation and suggest some conditions for social organization in national
peripheries. Both islands have seen rapid development based primarily on their
attractiveness to foreign investment as a result of a heavily constrained union
movement, the internal migration of a cheap labour force and a local and national
regulatory framework closely attuned to the needs of foreign capital. It is here,
however, that the similarities stop. The nature of social organization on the two
islands presents some stark contrasts. While Penang is home to some of Malaysia’s
highest profile and most influential secular advocacy organizations, development
on Batam has proceeded with an almost complete absence of such influences.
Identifying a series of differences between the two contexts goes some way
towards an explanation for this contrasting experience.

First, Penang’s tradition of social organization through the formal groups that
aided new migrants to the island over the last few centuries finds only an
embryonic equivalent in Batam. Such mutual help does exist in Batam as ethno-
linguistic communities have assisted people migrating from their home regions,
but this does not appear to have translated into the more formalized institutions
of Penang. Second, Chinese communities in Penang have historically created a
stronger tendency for alternative politics in the face of ethnic Malay party political
dominance at the national level, though one could equally argue that in the late
1990s alternative political voices were emerging more strongly from within the
Malay rather than Chinese communities. Meanwhile, although equally peripheral
in physical terms, Batam enjoys no such liminality with respect to national politics.
Third, and related, the institutions of governance in each context are quite
different. While Penang’s development is managed by the elected State
government, albeit within highly circumscribed limits set by federal jurisdiction,
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Batam’s industrial and urban expansion has been directed by an unelected
authority that answers directly to the President. There have, therefore, been many
more opportunities for civil society organizations to intervene in the development
process in Penang than in Batam. Fourth, the presence of Universiti Sains Malaysia
and other educational institutions in Penang has created both a relatively liberal
intellectual atmosphere and a socially engaged community of students and faculty
members. Batam lacked any such presence. Fifth, the presence of a stable and
developed middle class in Penang created both a demand for, and participants in,
social movements to address issues relating to developmental priorities and
directions. Batam, meanwhile, is a predominantly working class island and,
importantly, comprises a transient population, many of whom stay for just a few
years. Such conditions are hardly conducive to the formation of an engaged civil
society.

These contrasting circumstances in the two locations also highlight a more
general point. Within their national contexts both Batam and Penang are in some
senses anomalous. Penang exhibits a far more active and open political
environment than many other Malaysian states, while Batam’s nascent civil
society must count among the least developed in Indonesia. This highlights the
geographical variability in civil society formation within national contexts. Far
from being monolithic, state power and responses to it are textured rather than
homogeneous across national space.

Moreover, the nature of the civil society formations described in each context
indicates the varied responses that are possible in different constructions of
national state power. Under Malaysia’s bureaucratic authoritarianism, three
responses were noted: critical collaboration, cultivating alternative consciousness
and NGO networking. The latter strategy seems to be especially important. In
Penang the ‘reach’ of the networks of civil society organizations is crucial in two
senses. First, ‘horizontal’ networking with other organizations has, in specific
instances, created conditions for significant successes on the part of civil society
groups. The most notable of these successes was the Penang Hill campaign in
which nearly all of the major secular NGOs in Penang were involved. When an
issue attracts such a broad-based reaction from across the political spectrum, its
momentum becomes very difficult for decision-makers to resist.

Second, ‘vertical’ networks across scales are clearly important. In Penang, the
State still works within a national framework and development has been driven
by the influx of foreign capital. The transfer of activism to scales beyond the local
is therefore essential. Dominant powers must be met at their own scales and in
their own spaces. This is where organizations such as CAP have been so
successful. Equally, however, urban middle-class organizations, characterized in
Penang by their use of English media, must also reach out to a grassroots support
base. Here too, CAP has recorded substantial achievements. These networked
spaces, then, would seem to be a key component in understanding the process of
civil society formation. Attention needs to be paid not simply to the absolute space,
in terms of regulatory limits, assigned to civil society, but also to both the pre-
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conditions for its formation and the processes of activism that characterize a
secular civil society capable of responding to and shaping developmental change.

The lack of such a political space on Batam would seem to be symptomatic of
the state power formation created there. In the context of centralized and coercive
state power the opportunities for coalition-building are highly circumscribed.
Those civil society organizations that have emerged have tended to be apolitical
welfare-oriented groups, many initiated by the government itself. Corporate civil
society on the other hand, has been politically acceptable but lacking a broader
reformist agenda. A more promising trend is evident in the development of
religiously based movements broadening their mandate into wider social issues.
This is illustrated in the case of the Christian workers’ centre on Batam, though
absent, unsurprisingly perhaps, in the industrial estate’s ‘inhouse’ mosque. As the
events of 1999, and the result of the presidential election in particular, suggested,
religious organizations, having maintained their following and legitimacy
throughout the New Order period, do hold the potential to crystallize into
movements with reformist political agendas. Equally, the political space now
created at the national level seems to be allowing a resurgence of secular
organizations such as the trade union movement.

Notes

I gratefully acknowledge the research assistance pnovided by Karen Peachey in
Batam and the cooperation of numerous interviewees in Penang and Batam. [ am
also grateful to those who commented on earlier drafts of this chapter or
contributed to discussions during its development, in particular Johan
Saravanamuttu, Johan Lindquist, Mary Zurbuchen, Hong Lysa, Ariel Heryanto,
Sumit Mandal and the other contributors to this volume. Its shortcomings,
however, remain my responsibility.

1 For the sake of clarity, it should be noted that Malaysia is a federation of states. In
this chapter, when reference is being made to the specific State of Penang, the word
will be capitalized. Where reference is made to the Malaysian or Indonesian state or
to the state apparatus in generic terms, a lower case ‘s’ is used. Unlike Malaysia,
Indonesia is not a federation and its constituent units of local government are
provinces. Batam Island falls within Riau province.

2 Another example is the Malaysian Hills Network formed in January 1996 to address
the issue of rapid and inappropriate development in highland areas. The Network
comprises the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Malaysia, The Consumers’
Association of Penang (CAP), the Malaysian Nature Society (MNS) and Sahabat
Alam Malaysia (SAM). More recently, a coalition of organizations has sought to
oppose the development of a second bridge link between Penang Island and the
mainland, arguing instead for a comprehensive and sustainable transportation
strategy for the State (Idris 2001).
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4
Changing state-labour relations in

Indonesia and Malaysia and the 1997 crisis
Vedi R.Hadiz

Introduction

This chapter primarily assesses state and labour relations in Indonesia, and the
pressure being exerted upon the framework that has governed them since the fall
of Suharto and the resultant high expectations of Reformasi and democratization.
It places changes that are taking place in the labour area, amidst the wider processes
of the restructuring of state and society relations in the aftermath of the May 1998
events that brought Suharto down and in comparison with developments in post-
economic crisis Malaysia. New energies have now been poured into establishing
independent unions, and even labour-based political parties,! signifying the
unravelling of the state-dominated, authoritarian corporatist system that had been
long entrenched. The focus here is on the workforces of the labour-intensive,
export-oriented manufacturing sector which in the 1990s were showing increasing
signs of mounting restlessness with the rise of labour disputes and independent,
even if frequently informal, vehicles of organization.

While the end of Suharto’s long rule has induced new hopes for the prospects
of democracy in Indonesia (Budiman 1999), how labour is faring in the new
environment needs to be examined, as well as whether or not these hopes are
ultimately justified. Significantly, expectations of wide-ranging political change
have emerged in the context of deep economic crisis. Has the crisis provided
impetus or discouraged organizing activities among workers? How have the
economic crisis and political events following the fall of Suharto influenced state
policy toward labour? Given the concerns of this volume, historical and
contemporary comparisons with the Malaysian case will be made throughout the
chapter.

It is argued that workers in Indonesia are not yet able to fully exploit political
openings offered by the New Order’s unravelling and that this is the legacy of
labour suppression since 1965, and the disorganization of civil society in general
—although lower class militant movements were particularly curtailed. This
argument, however, is made without developing a thesis about the essential
passivity of the working class in late industrializing countries such as Indonesia.
On the contrary, Indonesian workers, against all odds, have frequently gone on
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strike for higher pay, better working conditions, and the recognition of the freedom
to organize, especially in the 1990s. To the great consternation of state and
business elites, they have apparently been oblivious to developments at the global
level, which have seen the steady weakening of organized labour, although these
will ultimately have a great bearing on the options available to Indonesian workers
at present. Likewise, in Malaysia, where the trade union movement has been
relatively non-confrontational, conflict with the government has only taken place
from time to time when the interests of workers have been contradicted by state
policy. However, the manifestation of this has usually been much less dramatic.

Nevertheless, Indonesian workers lacking sufficient organizational muscle and
mobilizational capacities before the fall of Suharto, are clearly not in a position
to steer Reformasi in a favourable direction, or to impose their agenda on
contending elites currently reconstituting the framework of state and society
relations. It is arguable that Malaysian workers have also been sidelined from
Malaysia’s own Reformasi struggle. The continuing marginalization of labour in
countries such as Indonesia and Malaysia, in spite of democratization pressures,
provides some valuable insights into the nature of power and of political exclusion/
inclusion in late industrializing experiences.

Both Indonesia and Malaysia have clearly experienced decades of sustained
industrialization before the economic crisis of 1997, and been counted among the
‘miracle’ Asian economies. By 1993, manufacturing had accounted for 30 per
cent of Malaysia’s GDP, compared to just 13 per cent in 1970. At the same time,
the contribution of agriculture had declined from 31 per cent to 16 per cent of the
GDP (Gomez and Jomo 1997:41). Like Malaysia, the structure of the Indonesian
economy also changed significantly with rapid industrialization. Manufacturing,
which accounted for a mere 8 per cent of the Indonesian GDP in the mid-1960s
(Hal Hill 1994: 57), constituted 24 per cent by 1995, while the contribution of
agriculture dwindled steadily from 25 per cent in 1980 to about 18 per cent of the
GDP in 1996 (World Bank 1996:139). In both countries, manufacturing exports
became increasingly important revenue earners, replacing a past reliance on the
export of primary products.

Nevertheless, the extent of socio-structural changes brought about by
industrialization differed. The middle class expanded in Malaysia to about 33.5
per cent of the working population by 1993, while production workers constituted
28.5 per cent (Jesudason 1996:129). In Indonesia, the middle and working classes
comprise a far smaller portion of the working population, and the agricultural
workforce a much larger one. The professional and middle classes made up a mere
3.9 per cent of the workforce in Indonesia before the crisis (Robison 1996:84),
while manufacturing sector workers comprised a relatively modest 12.6 per cent
(World Bank 1996:153).

In both countries, labour was largely excluded from political processes
throughout the period of rapid industrialization. In Indonesia, the domestication
of labour, while involving some regularization of institutional practices, also
involved generous doses of outright repression, often including the use of violence
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and intimidation on the part of state security forces. In Malaysia, as indicated in
Chapter 1, the regularization of institutions has been much more pronounced,
while relatively less outright repression has been utilized in recent times to
maintain organized labour’s domestication. Japanese-style enterprise unions have
also had a larger role than they traditionally had in Indonesia—having only been
introduced in 1994—signifying an emphasis on less overtly coercive strategies to
keep workers at bay. Such in-house, or enterprise unions, which essentially nullify
the idea of industry-wide and national-based organizations, have been geared to
weaken national labour centres by obstructing labour solidarity beyond the
immediate factory gate.

Ethno-religious cleavages within the working class in both countries may have
salient effects on the development of working class solidarity. In Indonesia,
regional and to some extent, religious identities have played an ambivalent,
contradictory role in the forging of such solidarity at the grassroots level—
sometimes supporting, sometimes obstructing it (see Hadiz 1999). In Malaysia
however, communalism has perhaps more clearly hindered cooperation between
Chinese, Indian and Malay workers, though this in part is a legacy of the colonial-
era division of labour, characterized by a lack of participation by Malays in the
non-agricultural sector.?

In Indonesia and Malaysia, the radical stream of the labour movement has long
been smashed; in Malaysia essentially by a colonial government and in Indonesia
by areactionary coalition of forces led by the military. The legacy of these defeats
remains an important factor in understanding the politics of labour in both
countries.

With the aid of comparisons with Malaysia, the chapter assesses the possibilities
and constraints for the development of an effective labour movement in Indonesia
in this present conjuncture. Specifically, it assesses whether several decades of
sustained industrialization before the 1997 economic debacle created the social
base for the development of such a movement. It is suggested that workers have
presently little capacity to influence the agenda of a reform movement dominated
by political actors organically unconnected to the labour movement (Hadiz 2000b).

Because of the importance of the international context in helping determine the
milieu within which national-level labour movements wage their struggles, the
way that economic globalization influences the trajectories of late industrializing
countries such as Indonesia, in terms of opportunities for or constraints on labour,
needs to be considered as well. Thus, this chapter also questions the impact of
economic globalization on the bargaining positions of state, capital, and labour,
especially in the context of the Asian economic crisis. It is argued that labour
movements emerging under conditions of late industrialization face particularly
difficult political terrain as globalization has tended to weaken their bargaining
positions while simultaneously facilitating the growth and maturation of the
working class. However, developing the capacity for self-organization remains
crucial to long-term struggles, especially in such difficult terrain.
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Some theoretical concerns

Elsewhere (Hadiz 1997) I have proposed a framework that distinguishes three
historical models of accommodation between state, capital and labour: the ‘social
democratic’, the ‘populist’, and the ‘exclusionary'.? The ‘social democratic’ model
of accommodation is characterized by strong independent trade union movements
with representation and mobilizational roles, but confined to struggles in the socio-
economic realm—due to the forfeiting of the highly political socialist project. The
later establishment of the welfare state, which guarantees relatively high levels of
prosperity and security for the working class, perhaps best symbolizes this
particular form of accommodation, largely emerging from the experience of the
first industrializing countries of Western Europe. Nevertheless, tensions and
contradictions have been emerging within this model. These are exemplified by
the decline of the welfare state and the onslaught on organized labour, as well as
workers’ living standards, throughout many of the advanced industrialized
countries in recent decades.*

The ‘populist’ accommodation model characterizes the experience of several
Latin American countries. Its features include relatively strong trade union
movements, medium to high levels of subordination of these movements to states,
and high representational and mobilizational roles for labour organizations.
Mainly underpinned by the improving welfare of urban workers in the formal
sector, it was also characterized by the high level of politicization of the labour
movement. This is owing in part to the legacy of state-labour relations under such
regimes as Peron in Argentina and Vargas in Brazil (see Alexander 1963), but
also to the socialist, anarchist and populist ideologies imported by Latin American
working class movements through large-scale immigration from Europe. The
populist accommodation has been very tenuous however, and strongly anti-labour
military governments did emerge, intent on breaking the back of organized labour.
On the other hand, the relatively well-established labour movements of Argentina
and Brazil clearly played a role in the limited democratization following the fall
of authoritarian military regimes, showing the importance of labour movements
in democratization proeesses.’

A third model of accommodation proposed was one that was called
‘exclusionary’, applicable to the experiences of the very late industrializing
countries of East and Southeast Asia, including Indonesia and Malaysia. Its
features are very high levels of trade union subordination to states, the
demobilization and control of organized labour and the confinement of its role
largely to the socio-economic sphere (see Chapter 3). These features suited in
particular the export-led industrialization strategy, especially in its early phase,
which relied on the domestication of a cheap and politically docile labour force.
Nevertheless the emergence of the exclusionary model was not directly tied to
export-led industrialization, for it usually pre-dated it in the form of endeavours
by dominant directing states, quite insulated from class forces, to thwart or pre-
empt the development of labour as a social force. This was all related to the nature
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of the post-colonial state in these societies and was tied to the struggle against
communism and left-wing movements across Asia in the context of the Cold War
(Deyo 1987:183-6; see also Chapters 1 and 2 in this book).

The evolution and formation of these different models of accommodation
between state, capital and labour was of course intricately connected to the
constellation of social, political and economic forces, especially during crucial
times in the industrialization process, as well as the international context
encountered. In general, the later that industrialization proceeded, the tougher the
terrain for the struggles of workers and their organizations. Though emerging
through distinct routes in different Western European countries, social democratic
forms of accommodation between state, capital and labour became plausible
because of the strength of the working class movement in the crucial period of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It may justifiably be perceived as the
eventual compromise that followed such experiences as Luddism and Chartism
in Britain, and nearrevolutionary situations in several countries on the European
continent over this period, before becoming entrenched after the Second World
War (see Geary 1981, 1989).

By contrast, the populist accommodation in Latin America was in part a reaction
by state elites to being confronted with an organized labour movement which was
too weak to win radical social, political and economic concessions, but too strong
to be crushed by force. Though this working class had inherited Marxist and
anarcho-syndicalist ideologies from Western and Southern European immigrants,
elites learaed from the European experience that it was possible to co-opt and
accommodate organized labour to avert revolutionary insurrection (Kurth 1979:
357-8). Moreover, industrialization was oriented towards the domestic market
and minimized the need to maintain internationally competitive labour costs,
thereby stimulating ‘domestic purchasing power to support industrial
development’. This encouraged the growth of broad development coalitions
comprising ‘the urban middle classes, industrialists, state bureaucrats, and
unionized workers’. It also ‘partially muted the contrary pressure from employers
to restrict labour costs and justified government efforts to increase welfare
expenditure by firms and the state for workers’ (Deyo 1987:182-3).

The states of very late industrializing East and Southeast Asia however,
confronted weak working class movements, that in the early stages of
industrialization could be constrained by thoroughly authoritarian and repressive
measures. There was no need to include labour in broad development coalitions.
Thus, while Latin American policy makers had to take into consideration the
interests and demands of organized labour in charting economic development
paths, their Asian counterparts were largely free to ignore those of their own poorly
organized workers.°

It should be emphasized, however, that it would be unfruitful to analytically
treat workers as mere passive objects bound by ‘structural imperatives’ or by the
designs of more powerful elites. They can be, sometimes even in dire
circumstances, active historical agencies influencing their environment and
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political contexts by eliciting counter-responses to working class strategies from
state and capital (see Moody 1997). Much has been written about working class
struggles in the inhospitable terrain of contemporary Asia, Africa (e.g. Andrae
and Beckman 1998), and elsewhere. Indeed, it is important to note how workers,
especially when well-organized, or when the forces representing state and capital
are particularly weak or fragmented, have shown the ability to actively respond
to difficult environments. Moreover, victories and losses in present struggles can
help shape the terrain on which later ones, by future generations of workers, take
place, and the terms on which they are waged. Assisting in the development of
these terms are the worker-poets examined in Chapter 7. It is in this sense that the
‘historical legacies’ left by the outcomes of past struggles remain important in
influencing the trajectories of labour movements.

At the same time, however, it is necessary to recognize that struggles by
historical agencies are not waged in a social, political and economic vacuum. There
is never an infinite array of options or possibilities open to the working class or
any historical actor in any specific historical context. As Marx famously observed:
‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do
not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances
directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past’ (1963:15). It is with
such an understanding of the importance of historical legacies that the condition
of the labour movement in post-Suharto Indonesia is approached here.

Globalization, labour and late industrialization

When considering the position of labour ‘under circumstances directly
encountered’, an important factor to examine is the changing international political
and economic context. Crucial to such an understanding is the increasing
international mobility of capital vis-a-vis immobile states and relatively immobile
workforces in the present conjuncture. This mobility is of course inextricably
linked to ‘globalization’—an analytical term which remains nebulous in economic
as well as social science discourse. Even if understood as simply referring to the
increasing internationalization of the processes involved in production and
finance, globalization has clearly had profound consequences for both state and
labour. It is not necessary to agree with the most extreme proponents of the
globalization thesis to recognize that the terrain on which well-established labour
movements in advanced industrialization countries, as well as struggling ones in
late industrialization countries, operate, has been quite irrevocably reshaped over
the last few decades.” Thus, globalization exerts a profound influence on the
trajectories of emerging labour movements (e.g. Hadiz 2000a).

It is clear, for example, that capital’s enhanced mobility has allowed it quite
successfully to demand favourable investment climates, therefore increasing
pressure on states to restrict the activities of organized labour (Beeson and Hadiz
1998). In advanced industrialized countries, this has added pressure towards the
unravelling of the welfare state and caused organized labour to become
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increasingly marginalized as a social and political force. In countries such as
Indonesia, it severely hinders the development of a labour movement capable of
influencing the direction of economic and political change, as displayed during
the 1997 economic crisis in Asia. Thus Deyo cites an ILO report that demonstrates
how globalization of capital, production and markets has been accompanied by
the reduction in the level of protection of worker rights in developing countries
(Deyo 1997:212).

But globalization has not affected all workers in exactly the same way. Offering
a structural explanation for the decline in the global bargaining position of labour
which focuses on the impact of capital mobility, Winters (1996) argues that this
decline will vary according to the mobility options of investors and employers.
Hence, unions facing employers that can cross national jurisdictions will ‘feel the
full force of devastation of capital’s structural power’. Moreover, according to
Winters, those confronting investors that can relocate across sub-national lines
will also be severely weakened, ‘though the prospect still exists of organizing out
to the limits of the national boundary and pressuring employers with the strike
option’. Strongest of all, ‘are workers who confront highly immobile employers
that have very little structural power at their disposal’. Among these, he suggests,
are university employees, those working in city and state bureaucracies and
transportation workers (Winters 1996).

Globalization has also not created conditions for international working class
solidarity. This is demonstrated, for example, in the promotion of protectionist
strategies by trade unionists in some countries in Western Europe and North
America to constrain the relocation of industries and jobs to low-wage countries.
But the lack of international solidarity is not only a ‘North-South’ phenomenon,
but also a ‘South-South’ one. Malaysian trade unionists, for example, have done
little to protect Indonesian migrant workers in their country, whose position is
particularly precarious in time of economic crisis in the region.?

Indonesia is but one of several late industrializing countries that have been
struggling to achieve a niche in the global division of labour as a producer of low
wage, manufactured goods. It has done so especially since the fall of international
oil prices in the early 1980s. Notably, foreign investors in this area are among the
most internationally mobile, thereby rendering Indonesian manufacturing workers
among the most vulnerable to the dictates of international capital, if the logic of
Winters’ argument is to be followed. Significantly, due to the poor performance
of its heavy industries, Malaysia also put renewed emphasis on its export-oriented
manufacturing sector during the same period, and undertook policies to simplify
bureaucratic procedures and entice foreign investment (Kuruvilla 1995:45).

Indonesia is also a chronically labour surplus economy, in spite of some
tightening in the labour market that was taking place prior to the Asian economic
crisis (Manning 1998). Though the relationship between the emergence of
effective labour movements and the tightening of labour markets is more complex
than usually conceded by mainstream economists, a chronic labour surplus
condition commonly acts as a constraint on the bargaining position of organized
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labour.? Thus, in countries such as Indonesia, more pliant workers from the long
unemployment line can easily substitute for the ones with an inclination to
organize or protest, thereby constraining the development of sustainable
organizing activities. This is especially so during an economic crisis that has
produced an increasingly longer unemployment line. It is not surprising that
international investors operating in Indonesia are keen to reiterate that the
country’s attractiveness lies in part in the presence of a cheap (and generally
unorganized) labour force. The barely veiled threat made is that changes to these
conditions could facilitate relocation to many other countries scrambling to offer
a cheap labour force and some measure of political security.

The Malaysian case, however, demonstrates the less than direct correspondence
between strong labour movements and tight labour markets. Even in a traditionally
tight labour market such as Malaysia, organized labour has not demonstrated much
influence over state policy, notwith-standing the criticism offered by the
Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC) on the government’s handling of
Malaysia’s response to the Asian crisis period of political and economic
uncertainty (Chandran 1998). Although workers in the key electronics industry
have made some inroads into organizing (Arudsothy and Littler 1993:116, 123—
4), where before they had been severely hindered, it is the legacy of past struggles
—Ilost by workers—which has largely continued to constrain organized labour’s
contemporary effectiveness in Malaysia. To this, Deyo adds the significance of
the importation of cost cutting, and post-Fordist flexible production systems at the
enterprise-level, which reflect the global ascendance of neoliberal ideas about
economic restructuring at the present juncture in the development of the world
economy. This has taken place in spite of the protestations of Malaysian trade
unionists about the use of temporary workers that almost inevitably accompanies
such systems (Deyo 1997:207). At the same time, the importation of Japanese
style in-house unionism signalled the advent of other instruments that hinder the
development of national-level working class solidarity and powerful unions (Jomo
and Todd 1994:170).1°

But the effects of globalization have been full of contradictions. Meiksins Wood
(1998) argues, for example, that in advanced industrial countries, capital is
dependent on states more than ever before, because of its increasingly active role
in restructuring the economy to the ‘detriment of everyone’ but capital. Thus,
capital needs states ‘to clear the path’ toward the global economy, whether by
advocating neo-liberal policies or other means.!! In the process, the increasing
obviousness of the closeness of the state to the interests of capital, according to
Meiksins Wood, means that the state can increasingly become the target of anti-
capitalist struggle. Thus, the ‘actions of the state have driven people into the streets,
to oppose state policies in countries as diverse as Canada and South Korea’. If her
argument were to be accepted, globalization could yet form the basis for more
unified, national working class struggles, and nullify tendencies toward
fragmented and merely localized ones, though it is noteworthy that she is referring
especially to the case of advanced capitalist societies (Meiksins Wood 1998:13—
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15). On the other hand, as Leys (1996) observes, ‘no state...can pursue any
economic policy that the owners of capital seriously dislike’, noting the control
exerted by capital markets or in the case of the Third World, especially by IMF/
World Bank policy (Leys 1996:23).

The effects of globalization, nonetheless, have also been contradictory for some
late industrializing countries (see also Mittelman and Othman 2001). If there has
been some resurgence in labour organizing under difficult domestic conditions in
Indonesia (e.g. an anti-labour repressive state, chronic labour over-supply, etc.),
it is largely because greater integration with the world economy has spurred the
growth of a larger, ‘maturing’ industrialization workforce with increasing
organizational propensities. As discussed in Hadiz (1997: chs 6-7), such a process
was accelerated by Indonesia’s adoption after the fall of international oil prices in
the early 1980s, of an export-led industrialization strategy premised on low wage
manufacturing.

Thus industrialization provided some of the conditions for a more active labour
movement in Indonesia. These include the steady growth of wage labour and a
much less transient working class, new levels of urban density facilitating transport
and communication, relatively higher levels of worker education and literacy,
more permanent working class areas of residence, and the concentration of large
numbers of workers in such areas. This is the case even though Indonesian workers
remain in the early stages of learning to organize effectively, compared to their
counterparts in South Korea for example. Significantly, the complete destruction
of the radical stream of the labour movement in Indonesia in the mid-1960s has
meant that the history, experience and political ideologies of the pre-New Order
labour movement have now been lost to at least two whole generations of workers.
Nothing similar to the events of 1965 in Indonesia occurred in Malaysia. However,
the British colonial authorities’ eradication of the communist-influenced labour
movement, supplanting it with one more moderate and less political, has also
meant that Malaysian workers have lost a rich, important part of their political
heritage (see also Chapter 1). This policy of eradication was continued in the
immediate post-independence period (see Gamba 1962; Zaidi 1975; and Stenton
1980, for accounts of the suppression).

The new organizational propensities among Indonesian workers developed as
industrialization proceeded, in spite of long-established state mechanisms of
labour control, usually legitimized in official discourse by reference to supposedly
authentic Indonesian cultural values that frown on conflict and uphold the virtues
of harmony and cooperation. In Malaysia, Mahathir’s ‘Look East’ policy meant
the extolling of some values like cooperation and self-sacrifice that are claimed
to be uniquely Asian (see more in Chapter 7). Thus, the Mahathir government has
repeatedly urged workers to serve the firm as they would serve the nation. Though
clearly inspired by the Japanese experience, in the Malaysian context such display
of loyalty is not accompanied, however, by ‘lifelong employment, the seniority
wage system, and other complementary aspects of Japanese industrial relations’
(Jomo and Todd 1994:171).
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Not surprisingly, the immediate period following the fall of Suharto in Indonesia
was characterized not only by the proliferation of new political parties, but also
of new endeavours to form independent trade unions, previously suppressed as a
matter of state policy. The unravelling of the New Order has clearly opened up
new opportunities for workers’ organizations. At the same time, these
opportunities are being presented at a time of deep economic crisis, which has
caused massive unemployment levels. The folding of countless firms, including
some labour intensive manufacturing, did nothing to enhance the bargaining
position of labour. As observed by Indonesian labour activist Ariest Merdeka
Sirait, ‘for whatever reason, if industries vanish then the power of labour will
decline’, as the basis for organization also dissipates.'?

Before we go on to examine workers’ responses to Reformasi, and how they
have fared, we must first briefly examine the framework of labour controls that
was developed under Suharto’s New Order and that continues to influence the
milieu within which labour organizing takes place. In the process, we shall
continue to make comparisons with the Malaysian case to demonstrate how the
political exclusion of labour can be exercised in different ways.

State and labour

As discussed elsewhere (Hadiz 1997: chs 4-5, 1998), Suharto’s New Order
gradually developed a well-entrenched framework of labour control that
effectively suppressed independent labour organizing activities. Although there
was no simple functional correspondence between the economic aims of the early
New Order and its labour agenda, the maintenance of a politically moderate labour
movement suited objectives such as curbing inflation, attracting foreign
investment and aid, as well as generally re-establishing connections with the world
economy. Notwithstanding the role of various labour organizations in assisting
the government to create a more ‘investorfriendly’ image for Indonesia,'3 the
destruction of the pro-communist SOBSI (Sentral Organisasi Buruh Seluruh
Indonesia), the largest and most well-organized labour federation, meant that
workers were powerless to influence policy making in the early New Order.

If in Indonesia the massacres which accompanied the destruction of the Partai
Komunis Indonesia (PKI, Indonesian Communist Party) in 1965-6 %5-6 led to
the crippling of the labour movement, in Malaysia, ethnic and communal conflict
in the late 1960s was met by tightened controls over organized labour (Deyo 1997:
207). Occurring in the aftermath of riots following elections in May 1969,
emergency regulations restricting trade unions were introduced to guarantee the
industrial peace deemed necessary to attract foreign investment (Jomo and Todd
1994:124-5; Zaidi 1975:266-75).14 But unlike in Indonesia, the communist
‘problem’ was already more or less ‘solved’ by the British colonial authorities and
hence there was no significant ‘threat’ to induce the wholesale destruction of much
of the organized labour—merely the development of a regime that would better
guarantee its political compliance.
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Indeed, the controls over organized labour put in place in the early years of the
New Order were the product of a perceived need to pre-empt the reemergence of
militant and radical tendencies within organized labour, given the historically
strong links with the PKI. Ultimately, however, even a barely effective labour
movement was to be considered threatening to the New Order’s economic
development agenda—premised in theoretical terms, like in Malaysia, upon social
and political stability and containing political opposition (Kuruvilla 1995:48).
This was to be the case even when the danger of a resurgence of the communist
stream in the labour movement had long subsided as the scapegoating of the PRD
(People’s Democratic Party) as communist in 1996 shows.

There are parallels here with the experience of several other countries in East
and Southeast Asia, where the crushing of communists or the radical stream of
labour movements preceded rapid industrialization presided by authoritarian
states. In Singapore, for example, the crushing of the Left in the early 1960s was
accompanied by the establishment of the NTUC (National Trade Union Congress)
to maintain state control over organized labour (Leggett 1993). In South Korea,
the dictator Syngman Rhee suppressed the labour movement well before that
country’s rapid export-led growth in the 1960s, with the help of a USA fearful of
communist penetration and influence. Significantly, it was during the period of
American occupation that a staunchly anti-communist labour centre, the FKTU
(Federation of Korean Trade Unions), was established (Kim 1993:135-6).

As mentioned earlier, the communist ‘problem’ had already been largely dealt
with in colonial Malaya by the British authorities, who in the process crushed a
strongly ethnic Chinese and communist-dominated labour movement (Arudsothy
and Littler 1993:112). Though this anti-labour thrust was continued in the
immediate post-independence period, such an outcome virtually guaranteed that
the future independent Malaysian state would be insulated from the start from
pressure exerted by any significant radical labour-based social or political force
(Jomo and Todd 1994: chs 4-6). It is partly for this reason that the relationship
between organized labour and state has been more fluid and ambivalent than in
Indonesia where state and labour relations came to be premised on a victory won
by anti-communist forces led by the military after an ultimately bloody struggle.

Thus, in spite of organized labour’s domestication and political exclusion, the
MTUC, created in 1950 under the tutelage of colonial authorities as a moderate
labour federation, has from time to time incurred the anger of Malaysian state
officials. Differences with the government account for much of the separation of
the conservative public sector workers union, CUEPACS (Congress of Unions of
Employees in the Public and Civil Services), from the MTUC in 1980—a move
aimed to further weaken the labour movement. Moreover, another labour centre,
the now defunct Malaysian Labour Organization (MLO) was established in 1989,
clearly to undermine the MTUC’s claim to being the main body representing
Malaysian workers (Kuruvilla 1995:55). The MLO’s creation was apparently
induced by the government’s unhappiness with the MTUC’s opposition to
draconian amendments to existing labour legislation as well as its support for
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electronics workers who had been barred from establishing a nation-wide union
(Jomo and Todd 1994:162—4).

In Suharto’s New Order, the relationship between the ‘official’ labour
movement and the state was much clearer. Controls over organized labour were
much more pervasive and intensive, and the methods used to deal with dissent
much more openly brutal. For example, security forces have regularly been
involved in the resolution of labour disputes. This was perhaps best signified by
the celebrated case of the brutal murder, sexual assault and kidnapping of Marsinah
in East Java in 1993 (see Chapters 6 and 7). Though the case remains unresolved,
it is widely believed that the local military command played a major role in the
affair, in an attempt to quell a labour strike that she was organizing (YLBHI 1994).

It is significant that the radical stream of the Indonesian labour movement in
the 1950s and 1960s was pitted directly against an army, in particular one which
developed both a political and material basis to oppose the development of a strong
workers’ movement. That the New Order itself was established by a coalition of
forces led by the military, premised on the destruction of the PKI and its allies,
clearly influenced the way that labour was dealt with in Suharto’s New Order.
Among the coalition members were Islamic-oriented parties and organizations,
some of which were tied to labour organizations that opposed SOBSI’s doctrine
of class struggle in the labour area. But a wide range of other groups were also
involved, including Catholic and more secular socialist parties and organizations,
some of which also had ties with unions opposed to SOBSL.!> Significantly, the
legacy of past struggles between the military and communists continued to
influence state policy toward labour in Indonesia long after the latter had vanished
from the scene, and this was manifest in draconian controls over labour throughout
the New Order.

It was the military’s assumption of managerial control over newly nationalized
foreign firms in 1957 that consolidated its vested interest in the maintenance of
industrial ‘peace’. This placed the military in direct confrontation with the more
radical unions associated with the PKI-linked SOBSI (Hadiz 1997:53—4). Buteven
before this, as early as 1950-1, the military was already engaged in an adversarial
relationship with militant labour, then still buoyed by the euphoria of revolution
that accompanied the newly completed independence struggle (see Stoler 1985:
142; Feith 1962:188-9).

If the PKI’s decimation in the mid-1960s automatically meant SOBSI’s own
violent elimination from the labour scene, its former rivals in the labour movement
—many of which had worked together with the army— gained little in the years
to follow. In 1973, as the culmination of a protracted and complicated process,
the remaining labour organizations were forced to join a new state-sponsored
federation, the FBSI (Federasi Buruh Seluruh Indonesia). This organization
would later be known as the SPSI (Serikat Pekerja Seluruh Indonesia) and then
the FSPSI (Federasi Serikat Pekerja Seluruh Indonesia) (Hadiz 1997:71-82).
With the establishment of the FBSI, links between the labour movement and
political parties were officially severed and its subordination to the dictates of
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state officials became more or less formalized. Like the MTUC in Malaysia, the
FBSI was created to replace a radically inclined labour movement with one more
moderate and pliant, the difference being that a colonial force had established the
MTUC much earlier.

The creation of the FBSI was soon accompanied by the promulgation of
Hubungan Industrial Pancasila (HIP, Pancasila Industrial Relations), presented
by state officials as uniquely suited to Indonesian culture and opposed to externally
derived notions of conflict, whether liberal or communist (see Moertopo 1975).
Under HIP, workers, capital and the state were components of one big happy
family, with the latter playing the role of benevolent father. Consequently, even
the legally recognized right to strike became stigmatized as ‘un-Indonesian’, and
therefore, improper in the cultural context. While nothing like HIP ever existed
in Malaysia, the extolling of ‘Asian’ values of cooperation arguably plays a large
part in legitimizing stringent controls over the exercise of the right to strike.

Significantly, it was Suharto’s main political trouble-shooter, the Machiavellian
General Ali Moertopo, who masterminded both the establishment of the FBSI in
1973 and the promulgation of Pancasila Industrial Relations. He also engineered
the simultaneous domestication and fusion of political parties that left the
remaining labour unions bereft of political orientation. Indeed in the 1950s, most
of the major trade unions had close links, official or unofficial, to the major
political parties.'

Another major architect of the New Order’s system of labour control was
Admiral Sudomo. As Minister of Manpower from 1983 to 1988, the former
security chief directed a transformation within the FBSI in 1985 that produced a
more centralized and easily controllable organization than even Moertopo had
envisaged. Dispensing with the industry-based unions that comprised the FBSI,
he forced the adoption of a military-like command structure, which left little
autonomy for labour activists at the grassroots level. Thus, ten SPSI ‘departments’
directly under the control of the organization’s central body replaced the twenty-
one sectoral unions of the FBSI, each of which had direct access to enterprise-
level unions. The change must be seen as a response to outbreaks of labour unrest
in the late 1970s and early 1980s, amidst currency devaluations and recessionary
trends. To the quintessentially New Order Sudomo, the FBSI was ‘too liberal’ in
structure,'” rendering it unsatisfactory as a tool of control.

Under the tutelage of other ministers of manpower, another restructuring took
place, which eventually produced the FSPSI in 1995. The latter incarnation of the
original FBSI revived the industry-based union format that had vanished under
Sudomo. Thirteen industry-based unions were registered—which then-Minister
of Manpower, Abdul Latief, stressed were ‘autonomous’—although in reality all
remained under the auspices of the FSPSI’s central body (Hadiz 1997:164-5).
This restructuring was clearly a further response to yet another, though more
serious, growth of labour unrest, as well as to the proliferation of alternative
vehicles of worker organization to be discussed below. The aim was to dispel
criticism, both internal and domestic, about the lack of freedom to organize, and
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to create a better image for the much-maligned state-backed labour organization.
Significantly, Indonesian labour-based NGOs were increasingly gaining
international attention in the 1990s for their criticism of Indonesia’s dismal labour
rights record and of the ineffectual SPSI.

In spite of these changes, state officials almost consistently presented labour as
a source of disruption to the political stability regarded as essential for economic
success throughout Suharto’s rule. This was frequently asserted by alluding to the
communist influence over the labour movement prior to the New Order’s
establishment. Thus, the New Order’s first Minister of Manpower, Police General
Awaloeddin Djamin, warned the ‘Indonesian nation and people’ that labour would
always present a problem, as long as the PKI was not completely smashed
(Angkatan Bersendjata, 3 March 1967).

Decades later, state officials continued to associate labour unrest with the work
of communist insurgents. Sudomo, a foe of both communists and liberals, at one
time suggested that the emergence of labour unrest in Indonesia in the 1990s was
due to the adoption by ‘liberals’ of ‘New Left’ tactics.'® It was during Sudomo’s
tenure as Minister that the supra-national security agency Kopkamtib (Komando
Pemulihan Keamanan dan Ketertiban) issued a widely distributed questionnaire
to workers. It queried, among other things, their views on the ‘attempted
communist coup’ of 1965, the involvement of any family members in the unrest,
and their knowledge of Marxism/Leninism."”

Unlike in Malaysia, the intervention of security personnel in labour disputes
was almost a constant feature of Suharto’s Indonesia, but hardly ever more so than
during Sudomo’s tenure as head of Kopkamtib and then as Minister of Manpower.
In 1986, Sudomo promulgated a ministerial decision that gave legal basis for the
military’s role in monitoring and settling industrial problems. Though this decision
was repealed in 1994 by one of his successors, the businessman Abdul Latief, such
a role is condoned on the basis of a 1990 policy established by the head of
Bakorstanas (Badan Koordinasi Strategis Nasional, the reincarnation of
Kopkamtib), General Try Sutrisno, who was simultaneously commander of the
armed forces.

The main function of the FSPSI and its previous incarnations within this
‘security approach’ to industrial unrest had been to assist in prohibiting the
development of labour organizing vehicles outside of the control of the state. From
the late 1970s to the late 1980s, its officials even took part in ad hoc security teams
set up by Sudomo to prevent and repress labour unrest, working closely with
Kopkamtib (Tanter 1990:253-61). Significantly, the organization was also
‘colonized’ to an extent by the military, as numerous active or retired officers
served as heads of regional and local branches (Lambert 1993:15-16). Thus,
official workers’ representatives at the company level have sometimes turned out
to be men with military backgrounds who work as company personnel managers,
and therefore qualify as employees,

Given these experiences, the FSPSI and its prior incarnations have been a much
less ambiguous government tool than the MTUC in Malaysia. The links with the
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government have likewise been much less ambivalent. Golkar parliamentarians
and officials, for example, tended to increasingly dominate the FSPSI’s central
leadership (Hadiz 1997:101-2), although an important position in the organization
never guaranteed an access point to the political fast-track.? In Malaysia, by
contrast, many labour leaders were linked to some of the opposition political
parties. More recently however, ‘the majority of MTUC council members have
been members of parties affiliated to the Barisan Nasional...often serving in their
respective parties’ labour bureaus’ (Jomo and Todd 1994:172). In both countries
the separation of trade unionism from political activism has been emphasized in
official discourse, thus disavowing the tradition of a militantly political unionism
that took an essential part in their respective anti-colonial struggles.

Organizing after the fall

The economic and political context

Employers and state officials had been troubled by the sudden rise in labour unrest
in Indonesia throughout most of the 1990s. In 1989 there were only nineteen cases
of labour strikes recorded by the Department of Manpower, while 350 were
documented for 1996, involving hundreds of thousands of workers. Non-
government observers, however, have regularly put the actual number of strikes
at several times that which is officially recognized. The majority of these cases
have taken place in heavily industrialized areas in West Java, Central Java and
North Sumatra, with a growing number of cases recorded in urban centres on other
islands. Numerous strikes—especially those undocumented—are considered
‘wildcat’ as they fail to conform to stringent regulations on how to formally
undertake industrial action.

But Indonesia is not alone among late industrializing Southeast Asian countries
with stringent regulations governing the right to strike. They similarly exist in
Malaysia, as may be garnered from the Industrial Relations Act of 1967, and
additional legislation in 1971, 1976 and 1980. Compared to Indonesia, however,
such regulations have apparently been more successful in curbing labour unrest
(Crouch 1996:224-6; Jomo and Todd 1994:130). In 1989, there were just seven
strikes in Malaysia (Kuruvilla 1995:58), and no dramatic increase has since been
reported. But the absence of labour unrest in Malaysia is undoubtedly also
attributable to the fact that the ruling Barisan Nasional claims to be pursuing
policies geared to improving the relative position of ethnic Malays. Given the
growing number of Malays within the category of working class, it is conceivable
that many perceive an identity of interests with that of the ruling party, thereby
reducing the possibility of militant labour organizing.”!

In spite of their renewed activism in the 1990s, Indonesian workers were
conspicuous by their relative absence from the events that brought Suharto down
in 1998.22 The primary reason for this was quite straightforward: workers were
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too weakened and bewildered by sudden mass retrenchments and skyrocketing
prices of basic commodities to quickly respond to Indonesia’s rapidly changing
political situation. Even when the government temporarily imposed a wage freeze
in early 1998, workers found themselves initially unable to protest effectively.
Nevertheless, several weeks before Suharto resigned on 21 May 1998, some
workers were showing signs of being on the move again, with sporadic strikes and
protests breaking out in West Java’s industrial centres. Eventually, workers did
combine with students in the dramatic and decisive flve-day takeover of
Parliament House that was supported by women’s activism (see Chapter 6). Like
passengers desperate to get off the Titanic, even a delegation from the FSPSI was
present at Parliament House to demand Suharto’s resignation.

The effects of the Asian economic crisis have obviously been more serious on
Indonesia than on Malaysia. Though the Malaysian economy shrank significantly
in 1998, the Mahathir government realistically expected growth in 1999.
Nevertheless, from June 1997 to approximately mid-1998, 80,000 workers were
retrenched in Malaysia. As in Indonesia, these retrenchments were mainly
concentrated in the manufacturing, construction and finance sectors. In spite of
faring better, the Malaysian government did forecast in 1998 that unemployment
in the traditionally tight labour market country would rise from 2.4 to 6.4 per cent
that year (Chandran 1998). Immigrant workers, the majority Indonesians,
apparently fared particularly badly: though many were not officially retrenched,
they simply did not have their contracts renewed.?

In Indonesia, political reasons were increasingly focused upon by government
critics to explain why the country had not been able to cope with the Asian
economic crisis as ‘well’ as its neighbours such as Thailand, the Philippines or
Malaysia. Suharto’s decrepit political system, encouraging official corruption,
collusion and cronyism involving state officials and big business, was presented
as the core of the problem. Thus, various sections of Indonesia’s revitalized
opposition began to demand a thorough reconstitution of politics as soon as the
new President, B.J.Habibie, took over the reins of power. Though vague hopes
permeated that workers would actually benefit from Reformasi, it was less than
clear what workers might concretely attain in the process. Indeed, could they have
a part at all in assuring change in their interests? Could they develop the vehicles
representing the interests of workers in the process of contestation between
contending forces to reconfigure Indonesian politics following the fall of Suharto?

On the one hand, the stagnation of Indonesia’s economy had meant the loss of
jobs and a concurrent further weakening of labour’s bargaining position as
hundreds of businesses continued to fold.?* On the other hand, continuing demands
for political change in the face of a teetering regime meant that opportunities would
arise for new organizing efforts as these had in the past been stifled mainly for
political reasons—historically rooted fears about the disruptive effects of a well-
organized labour movement.?

Labour organizers understood quite well the difficulties they confronted in spite
of the new opportunities.”® They were aware that their organizational weakness
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prior to the economic crisis and the fall of Suharto meant that workers were
constrained in their ability to exploit whatever openings were presented by the
events of May 1998. As stated by veteran labour activist Teten Masduki:?>” ‘It
seems that there is now an opportunity to organise...[but workers feel they are]
lucky to just be able to hold on to their jobs, This is what hinders, on the other
hand, the process of labour organizing.’

They were perhaps also not unaware that they were hindered by the fact that
the Reformasi movement, itself highly fragmented along different groups, was
very much dominated by middle class intellectuals and politicians with few
organic links with the labour movement. Significantly, however, many professed
themselves encouraged by the actions of students that were so instrumental in
bringing Suharto down.”® As one activist put it: ‘If students could bring Suharto
down—I don’t know how many workers there are in Indonesia right now—but I
can imagine a huge army if, for example, there would be a common view [among
workers].”?

In Malaysia, by contrast, Mahathir has been much more successful in
maintaining his authority, especially given that his controversial policies on capital
controls have worked better than critics expected. Nevertheless, as noted in
Chapter 1, a new political opposition rallying against official corruption and
collusion developed in 1998, centred on former Mahathir deputy and protégé,
Anwar Ibrahim. As in Indonesia, however, this opposition does not appear to have
strong organic links with the labour movement, although some labour activists in
Malaysia, including within the MTUC, have recently been involved in pro-
democracy events. Indeed, a joint press conference was even held at the MTUC
headquarters in 1998 by an amalgam of trade unionists, NGOs and political party
activists, condemning government disruptions of public meetings. Importantly,
however, unlike Suharto, the legitimacy of the Mahathir government has not been
as severely undermined by economic crisis; in fact by blaming overseas currency
speculators, the Prime Minister created a nationalist rallying point for the support
of his policies.

New organizing vehicles

Worker activism clearly began to rise again in Indonesia in the wake of Suharto’s
fall, after being sharply reduced at the start of the economic crisis. According to
Indonesian government data, eighty-three strikes took place in June 1998,
compared to just four in February. Again, these must be considered conservative
estimates.?® Equally significantly, workers and activists were soon also preparing
the way for the establishment of new independent unions.

As mentioned earlier, an important facet of state-society relations under
Suharto’s rule was the curtailment of the right to organize by the upholding of the
monopoly on labour ‘representation’ by one state-backed and statecreated union
organization. This monopoly became difficult if not impossible to sustain as new
unions were quickly formed. More than a dozen union organizations have now
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registered, although most of these appear not to have taken part in the upsurge of
labour unrest beginning in the 1990s. A major exception is the SBSI (Serikat Buruh
Sejahtera Indonesia), a union formed in 1992 by the lawyer Muchtar Pakpahan,
which was frequently the target of repression under the Suharto government.

Indeed, it was not only those who had been involved in the rise of labour unrest
earlier in the decade that were interested in forming new unions. In early May
1998, a group of activists associated with ICMI (lkatan Cendekiawan Muslim
Indonesia, the Association of Muslim Intellectuals), announced the establishment
of the Persaudaraan Pekerja Muslim Indonesia (PPMI). While this may have been
partly an attempt to develop populist credentials for the organization once chaired
by Habibie, or even to preempt increasingly uncontrollable tendencies in the
labour movement, it also anticipated later developments. Talk of establishing new
independent unions was certainly not new in Indonesia, in spite of the difficulties
experienced by such organizations as Setiakawan, the SBSI and the PPBI (Pusat
Perjuangan Buruh Indonesia, Centre for Indonesian Working Class Struggles)
before Suharto’s resignation. Formed in 1990, Setiakawan quickly folded due to
internal rifts and government pressure. The SBSI, formed in 1992, has survived
several waves of repression, while the PPBI, established in 1994, linked to the
radical student-based People’s Democratic Party (PRD), was suppressed in 1996
when its leaders were arrested and gaoled. However, it has since resurfaced.

At the forefront of new organizing attempts following Suharto’s resignation,
were lower-profile activists linked to networks of worker groups, especially in the
Jabotabek (Jakarta/Bogor/Tangerang/Bekasi) and wider West Java area. Many of
these were the result of the organizing efforts throughout the 1990s that frequently
involved cooperation between workers and NGO activists. One of the main
differences between these networks and others that existed previously is that they
have more or less consciously limited the role of NGOs in their activities, in favour
of developing a leadership emerging out of the rank-and-file. The often cited
reason for this, as suggested by one labour organizer, is that, ‘whether consciously
or not, NGOs concerned with labour issues have...caused disunity [among
workers].”3! Indeed rivalry among some NGOs jealously guarding their respective
turf has arguably been one factor hindering the development of greater
organizational capacity. Thus, another labour organizer suggests that NGOs would
no longer be needed in an organizing role once workers develop the capacity to
establish effective unions with wide grassroots support.3?

It is perhaps significant that unofficial organizing vehicles such as these do not
have a prominent role in Malaysia. This simultaneously demonstrates the degree
to which state-labour relations have been more institutionalized in that country
and the resultant lack of political space to carry out challenges to state power
outside of formal institutions. Though never particularly effective, challenges to
state power from outside of formal institutions were a feature of state-labour
relations in Indonesia, even at the height of Suharto’s powers.

Thus, in the more industrialized Greater Jakarta/West Java area, groups such
as KABI (Kesatuan Aksi Buruh Indonesia)) KOBAR (Komite Buruh untuk Aksi
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Reformasi) and JEBAK (Jaringan Buruh Antar Kota) emerged with the aim of
forming new unions with a strong grassroots base. KABI was instrumental in
forming the Serikat Buruh Jabotabek, a union based in the Jakarta/Bogor/
Tangerang/Bekasi area. JEBAK, though strongest in the industrial areas
surrounding Bandung, has also developed pockets of support in Greater Jakarta
as well as many outlying regions. KOBAR had links with former PPBI-trained
activists and maintained a close relationship with groups of radical students,
mainly in Jakarta. It has more recently been instrumental in the formation of a
new national front of independent organizing vehicles. The Front Nasional
Perjuangan Buruh Indonesia (National Front for Indonesian Labour Struggle), as
it is called, consists of organizations representing Jabotabek, Medan, Bandung,
Solo, Semarang, Surabaya, Manado, and Ujung Pandang.?3 Again in Jakarta/West
Java, a union of shoe factory workers, Perbupas (Persatuan Buruh Pabrik Sepatu,
Shoe Factory Workers’ Union), was established, with rank-and-file leadership,
though it is closely associated with a major labour-based NGO, SISBIKUM
(Saluran Informasi dan Bimbingan Hukum, Channel for Information and Legal
Assistance).>* Evolving out of this and similar arrangements, has been a union
federation called Gabungan Serikat Buruh Indonesia (Alliance of Indonesian
Labour Union). In Medan, a union called Serikat Buruh Medan Independen has
been established, mainly led by retrenched workers, with some assistance from
local NGO activists. Similar networks of worker groups exist in East Java and
South Sulawesi also. In Surabaya, a small labour union, the Serikat Buruh
Reformasi (SBR, Labour Union for Reform), has been formed out of one of these
networks.?

Clearly, however, all these new organizations do not yet present profound
problems in terms of maintaining industrial order or political stability. They have
also yet to demonstrate that their presence enhances the bargaining position of
workers vis-a-vis state and capital. Nevertheless, they arguably benefited from a
situation in 1998-9 when the government of President Habibie was eager to
establish its reformist credentials.’® This was indicated when businessman-turned-
Minister of Manpower in the Habibie cabinet, Fahmi Idris, quickly enacted a
decision to raise the minimum wage by 15 per cent, overturning a prior wage
freeze called by his immediate predecessor, Theo Sambuaga (March-May 1998).
In Jakarta the minimum monthly wage was set at Rp 198,500, though at exchange
rates prevalent in August 1998 this represented a mere US$14.10.37 In February
1999, the government announced yet another minimum wage hike, setting the
level at Rp 231,000 (then equivalent to US$26) in the Jakarta area.

Idris also tried to rectify Indonesia’s international image in the labour area.
Thus, he ensured that Indonesia finally ratified the ILO Convention 87 on Freedom
of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize. At the same time, he
announced ministerial decisions, that while stipulating strict regulations about the
registration of unions at all levels with the Department of Manpower, in theory
provide greater room for the legal establishment of labour unions.
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Despite these reforms, repressive measures continued to be used quite freely
against workers and therefore find expression in the creative production of the
worker-poets analyzed in Chapter 7. Mass demonstrations planned by KOBAR
and SBSI-linked workers in Jakarta in mid-1998, which combined traditional
welfare demands with those on broader political reforms, were greeted with
violence and intimidation by the Jakarta military command.® Later, workers from
Tyfountex, a partly Hong Kong-owned factory in Solo, Central Java, were beaten
by security personnel in Jakarta during a failed attempt to bring their wage-related
grievances to the ILO representative.>® In February 1999, 20,000-25,000 workers
at the Maspion factory in Surabaya, a producer of household goods, were engaged
in a tenday strike, which resulted in the arrest of students and workers accused of
agitation.

In spite of the above reforms and renewed stimulus to organize, one factor
constraining labour to develop into a more effective force is the inability of its
active groups to forge greater levels of cooperation. This is partly a legacy of the
important role played by sometimes mutually competing NGOs involved in the
labour movement.** For example, some sort of ‘umbrella grouping’ or even
‘confederation’ of independent unions, at least embracing some of the major
organizations, would certainly be a more effective vehicle than a host of small
unions working in an uncoordinated manner. Nevertheless, what are sometimes
petty rivalries between different labour groups make the latter prospect the more
likely one, in spite of some efforts undertaken to encourage more unity. The labour
activist Rahman suggests that some labour groupings can work together, but
largely on the basis of particular issues, than any more permanent framework.*!

While the existence of an array of unofficially recognized organizing vehicles
without clear structures may have been advantageous in dealing with state
repression in the past, it remains to be seen whether it can become the basis upon
which more sophisticated vehicles can develop in post-Suharto Indonesia. It must
be remembered that even in Thailand, where the labour movement has better
survived long periods of repression, excessive fragmentation has arguably
undermined the labour cause. According to Brown, as many as eighteen labour
federations and eight labour centres existed there in 1994, thus allowing for a
government strategy to curb the influence of labour by encouraging rivalry
between different labour organizations, especially with regard to the privilege of
sitting on tripartite bodies (Brown 1997:172-3). In Malaysia, as mentioned earlier,
a government strategy used to keep the MTUC pliant has involved giving
encouragement to such organizations as CUEPACS and the MLO, as well as
Japanese-style in-house unionism. Thus, labour organizations in Malaysia—
though more highly institutionalized than in Indonesia—remain equally weak,
fragmented and ineffective (Kuruvilla 1995:55, 57).

Not surprisingly, the labour movements in each of these countries have had
very little influence in the formulation of policy to deal with economic crisis. In
Malaysia, while expressing its support for the economic recovery plan of the
Mahathir government, the MTUC only cautiously urged it to take steps to reduce
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inflation, increase employment, and introduce new social safety net schemes. It
also urged the government to maintain wages by ratifying and implementing
internationally recognized labour standards and allowing greater freedom for
unions to bargain, and for the right to strike (Chandran 1998). While carefully
worded statements conveying these messages may represent quite a significant
development in the Malaysian context, the weakness of organized labour over
several decades has ensured that the Mahathir government has not been hard
pressed to respond.

But labour activists in Indonesia are even more badly placed to influence
government policy, apart from maintaining enough pressure so that periodic
minimum wage increases continue to take place. They have also had little impact
on formulating the current political opposition’s agenda of reform, as pointed out
earlier, mainly in the hands of middle class politicians and intellectuals with few
organic links to the labour movement. Indeed, excessive fragmentation has meant
that no labour grouping has the ‘authority’ to negotiate on behalf of workers with
the array of forces involved in contesting political power after Suharto. Thus,
labour alliances with reformist sections of the middle class have been confined to
very limited segments of the NGO and student movements.

Instructively, none of the major political parties currently have a distinctly pro-
labour agenda or identity. At the same time workers have showed little disposition
to support the labour parties that contested parliamentary elections in June 1999
—including Muchtar Pakpahan’s National Labour Party. For the time being the
attention of workers and labour activists seems to be focused on the development
of effective union organizations. As one worker and activist commented:

It is not the labour party that establishes the labour union, but the labour
union that must form the labour party. It should be that way.... [If not so]
who will the labour party fight for? So we have to form a labour union, not
a labour party first.*?

Implicit in this view is the idea that Indonesia’s labour movement is not sufficiently
strong to spawn a labour party that could legitimately be regarded as being
accountable to the worker rank-and-file and become a means of effective struggle.
43

Meanwhile the New Order’s main instrument to pre-empt independent
organizing, the FSPSI, has itself been undergoing a process of disintegration. Soon
after the fall of Suharto, eleven of the thirteen industry-based unions that comprise
it announced the withdrawal of their support for the organization’s central board,
thus leaving it a largely useless shell. Although the FSPSI’s monopoly on labour
‘representation’ has unravelled, it is significant that the unions that have bothered
to register with the government continue to complain about obstruction
encountered on the ground when establishing enterprise-level branches.**
Significantly, KOBAR, among the most radical of the new labour organizations,
was denied registration in 1999 (ACILS 1999:18).
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Essentially, while the institutional arrangements of state-labour relations as
constituted under Suharto have unravelled significantly, there is little to suggest
that workers are presently capable of developing the organizational capacity to
ensure that the direction of economic, social and political change is attuned to
their interests, The labour situation is perhaps indicative of Indonesia’s condition
more generally, immediately after the fall of Suharto; although much of the ‘Old’
is unsustainable at this juncture, it is not as yet being fundamentally replaced by
the ‘New’. This is due to the weakness of forces representing profound change
and renewal, and the capacity of elements within the New Order’s vast network
of patronage to reconstitute themselves within a more open and decentralized
political format which itself is still being contested and configured.*

Prospects

It will take more time before the new opportunities presented to Indonesian
workers in the area of organizing—if they persist—provide concrete results in
improving the conditions of life and work of the rank-and-file worker. It will take
even longer before they can possibly enable workers to impose their own agenda
on state and capital through the instrument of an effective, strong labour
movement. Perhaps an observation once made about the Philippines labour
movement in the 1960s could be justifiably transposed to Indonesia in the present.
According to Carroll, the labour movement in the Philippines could then afford
to be ‘relatively free’, because it was ‘weak’, and ‘free from government
domination’ because it was ‘divided’ (Carroll 1961). If such a transposition is
justified, we can expect the labour movement in Indonesia to be ignored for the
time being by the major contending forces, due to its lack of organizational muscle
and mobilizational capabilities.*®

The above analysis has also shown that Indonesia has largely conformed to the
experiences of late industrializing countries in Asia that have been characterized
by the presence of an ‘exclusionary’ form of accommodation between state, capital
and labour. Divergences encountered between the cases of Indonesia and Malaysia
demonstrate some of the possible different ways that this political exclusion of
labour can be practised. In Indonesia the practice has involved more outright
coercion, violence and brutality against workers. In Malaysia, the practices
involved in keeping workers’ organizations weak have been much more
regularized and institutionalized, though violence and intimidation are also not
unheard of. A major factor accounting for this difference was the legacy left by
the colonial states of the Dutch East Indies and British Malaya, in relation to the
survival of militant labour movements associated with the Left at the time of
independence. Nevertheless, the underpinnings of this political exclusion have
been similar. They include the violent containment of radical streams of the labour
movement prior to rapid industrialization, though nothing on the scale of 1965-6
in Indonesia occurred in Malaysia, and late industrialization taking place in an
international context is generally unfavourable to labour movements. These have
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given rise to social and political constellations characterized by the weakness of
organized labour and its subordination to state power.

In any case, it appears that Indonesian—and plausibly Malaysian— workers
are in a different historical trajectory than, for example, their counterparts in
Europe. The constellation of domestic social and political forces, the timing of
industrialization, and the implications of the way in which late industrializing
countries are integrated with the globalized economy obstructs the development
of an accommodation between state, capital and labour that is social democratic
in character. In Malaysia, rapid industrialization accompanied by the tightening
of labour markets has not transcended the legacy of lost struggles of the past and
the effects of an unfavourable contemporary international economic context. In
Indonesia, a situation that may prevail for some time involves prolonged,
inconclusive tension between contradicting tendencies for control and
independent organizing, with labour still finding trouble imposing itself on ruling
coalitions being reconstituted within a new, more decentralized, post-Suharto
political configuration.*” In the longer term, continuous efforts at developing the
capacity for self-organization remain indispensable if workers are to have any
influence at all on the way that the wider social, political and economic
environment is shaped.
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1 Four ostensibly labour-based parties contested Indonesian parliamentary elections
in June 1999, though all were to fare dismally.

2 Inthe 1940s and 1950s, the militant stream of the labour movement in Malaysia was
spearheaded by ethnic Chinese communists—and indeed the largest proportion of
the working class were Chinese and Indian, while Malays predominantly worked in
the agricultural sector. Significantly, sustained industrialization has altered the
communal balance within the working class. In 1990, 48.5 per cent of those
employed in ‘working class’ occupations were Malays, compared to 26.5 per cent
in 1957 (Crouch 1996:182-5). Nevertheless, the trade union movement has failed
to keep up with the rapid growth of wage labour and the more balanced ethnic
composition of the workforce. Many non-Malays feel that government policy has
disadvantaged them, and Indian trade union leaders have felt threatened by the
growing number of Malay workers and the concomitant pressure of allowing them
into the leadership of the movement (Jomo and Todd 1994:129-30). The new urban
working class in Indonesia is focused on new industrial centres around major cities,
especially in Java but also in other regions such as North Sumatra and South
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Sulawesi. In new industrial areas that attract migrants from a multiplicity of regions,
such as those in West Java, regional and other affiliations will remain salient
(Athreya 1998).

These are not exhaustive categories. It is not possible to discuss this framework in
detail in the present chapter. See Hadiz (1997, especially ch. 2) for a more thorough
elaboration of what immediately follows in this section.

See Kapstein (1996) and Moody (1997) for good, though substantially different
discussions of the subject.

On the role of labour in democratization, see Rueschemeyer ez al. (1992).

These statements are of course generalizations. For more of the nuances of the
different experiences, see Hadiz (1997: ch. 2).

Hirst and Thompson (1996), for example, remain sceptical about the scope and
novelty of economic globalization and the extent to which it has left national
economies and states at the mercy of uncontrollable global market forces (Hirst and
Thompson 1996: ch. 1). Rather than being completely subordinated by these forces,
Weiss argues that some states actually have the capacity to exploit opportunities
presented by the process of economic globalization, pointing in particular to the case
of East Asian states before the late 1990s economic debacle (Weiss 1998).

Petrella (1996:28), on the other hand, argues that economic globalization is a new
phenomenon, ‘putting an end to the national economy and national capitalism as the
most pertinent and effective basis for the organization and management and
production of wealth’. He also contrasts ‘globalization’ to ‘internationalization’,
which he suggests is an older process, merely referring to the ‘ensemble of flows of
exchanges’ of raw materials, products, services and the like, between nation-states.
Butitis Strange (1996) who most strongly argues that economic globalization caused
the dramatic ‘retreat of the state’ in presiding over national economies and societies,
in favour of non-state actors such as international cartels.

In the first place, these migrant workers are not allowed to join unions.
Nevertheless, Luddism and Chartism did develop in nineteenth-century Britain in
the context of acute unemployment. Moreover, economic insecurity provided ‘the
mainstay of support for the German Communist Party (KPD) between the wars’
(Geary 1981:16), and influential labour movements emerged in the first half of this
century in some Latin American countries in the context of unfavourable labour
market conditions.

Jomo argues that an obsession with international competitiveness has resulted in
efforts to reduce the cost of labour and increased official hostility toward unions.
The promotion of flexible production systems has been part and parcel of developing
a more liberalized investment climate in Malaysia (Jomo 1993:3-4).

Jessop (1999:37) also argues that national states remain key players even with the
onslaught of globalization. But it is Weiss (1998) who most strongly argues against
dismissive treatments of the state.

Interview with Arist Merdeka Sirait, leader of the NGO SISBIKUM (25 October
1998).

For example, non-communist labour unionists were dispatched to Europe in 1969
to convince foreign investors that it was now ‘safe’ to come to Indonesia, as workers
had become ‘patriots bound to national interests’ (Nusantara, 30 July 1969).

There had been ninety strikes in Malaysia in 1968, compared to twenty-six the
previous year (Jomo and Todd 1994:51).
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See Tedjasukmana (1958) for a mapping of the different labour organizations and
their political affiliations and ideologies in the 1950s. This mapping largely held true
till 1965.

If the PKI had SOBSI, the Masyumi (the party of Muslim petit bourgeoisie) had the
GASBIINDO as its labour arm. Likewise the Indonesian National Party (PNI) had
at least two labour federations associated with it, while the Nahdlatul Ulama, the
rural Java-based Islamic party, had the SARBUMUSI. For a discussion, see
Tedjasukmana (1958).

Sudomo as quoted by the newspaper Sinar Harapan (27 November 1985).
Interview with Sudomo, 9 May 1994.

A translation of this questionnaire was published in Inside Indonesia (8 October
1986, p. 8).

Unlike in Singapore for example, where NTUC officials have gone on to become
key government and PAP (People’s Action Party) leaders, An exception to the
general rule emerged, however, with the appointment of Bomer Pasaribu, former
FSPSI chair, as Minister of Manpower in October 1999.

As suggested by Premesh Chandran, MTUC research officer. Interview, 4 August
1999.

According to labour activist Arist Merdeka Sirait, they were not ready for Suharto’s
sudden fall. Interview, 25 October 1998.

Interview with Saufee Mu’ain, senior official in the Malaysian Department of
Labour, 4 August 1999. It is arguable that official retrenchment figures would be
higher if these non-renewed contracts were taken into account.

The crisis has crippled hundreds, if not thousands, of local businesses.
Labourintensive, export-oriented manufacturing firms have shed their workforces
as scores of factories either closed down or reduced production levels because of the
spiralling costs of imported raw material and equipment. Moreover, up to the end
of March 1998, 1 million workers had lost their jobs in the construction and property
sector. Indonesia’s troubled banking sector had also eliminated at least 50,000 of its
workers, due largely to the closure of many banks and forced efficiency measures.
The mass exodus of multinational firms following the eruption of the May riots (see
Chapter 6) must also have contributed to Indonesia’s already long unemployment
lines.

See Kobar (1998), the theme of which was labour and the democratic struggle.
Various informal discussions with workers and labour activists from the Jakarta/
Bogor/Tangerang/Bekasi industrial area after the fall of Suharto. Most of these took
place in June-August 1998.

Interview, 7 October 1998. Masduki was head of the labour division of the
Indonesian Legal Aid Institute.

However, some workers expressed to the author a disappointment at the cool
reception they allegedly received from some students when they went to the MPR
building during the last moments of Suharto’s rule.

Interview with Sister Vincentia, 16 October 1998.

The Department of Manpower Statistics, from which these figures are taken, are
notably conservative, and the actual number of strikes may be higher.

Interview with Sister Vincentia, 16 October 1998.
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Interview with Rahman, 11 December 1998. A former worker and activist of the
NGO, Yayasan Bakti Pertiwi, be was instrumental in the formation of the new union,
Serikat Buruh Jabotabek.

Personal communication with Romawaty Sinaga, KOBAR organizer, 22 July 1999.
Interviews with Aang Darmawan Saputra, chairman of SERBUPAS, 25 October
1998; and Arist Merdeka Sirait, SISBIKUM leader, 25 October 1998.

Discussion in Jakarta with Surabaya factory worker and SBR member, 2 July 1998.
The labour activist Rahman suggests that worker protests and demonstrations, as a
result of the Reformasi environment, could be undertaken more freely than before.
Interview, 11 December 1998.

Indeed, government officials acknowledge that the increase would do little to help
workers cope with the expected inflation rate of at least 80 per cent in 1998. It is
estimated that the new minimum wage would only cover 75.8 per cent of the
‘minimum physical needs’ of a worker, compared to 95.32 per cent before the
economic crisis. See Jakarta Post, 1 July 1998, p. 1.

See Sia R News Service On-line, 26 June 1998.

See Xpos On-line, 35/1, 29 August-4 September 1998, for an account of the events.
For an elaboration on this matter, see Hadiz (1997, especially ch. 7).

Interview, 11 December 1998. However, two unions linked to the Association of
Muslim Intellectuals (ICMI)—the PPMI and GASPERMINDO—have formed a
loose confederation with a revived version of the old Masyumi-based GASBIINDO,
headed by former state unionist Agus Sudono. Like Sudono, the leaders of the PPMI
and the GASPERMINDO are allies of Habibie. Other organizations, such as
KOBAR and KABI, and PERBUPAS, have undertaken joint actions as ASBI, the
Indonesian Labour Solidarity Action, but the latter remained an ad hoc grouping.
PERBUPAS chairman Aang Darmawan Saputra, himself a shoe factory worker who
was retrenched, wants ASBI to remain an unstructured grouping. Interview, 25
October 1998.

Interview with Aang Darmawan Saputra, 25 October 1998.

A similar view is expressed by the activist Rahman. Interview, 11 December 1998.
This, for example, was a complaint of the PPMI. Interview with A. Deni Daduri,
General Secretary of the PPMI, 20 November 1998.

This theme is discussed in Robison and Hadiz (forthcoming).

This occurs, in spite of such developments as the establishment of the PPMI by elite-
connected activists, perhaps as equally interested in political thuggery as in co-opting
labour (Hadiz 1999).

This process of reconstitution is analyzed in Robison and Hadiz (forthcoming).
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Islamization and democratization in

Malaysia in regional and global contexts
Norani Othman

Introduction

The role of Islam in the politics of Muslim countries underwent momentous change
in the last three decades of the twentieth century. Since the 1970s, many Islamic
groups and movements have played a significantly political, reactive, and
sometimes militant role within the nation-state. These new Islamic associations
and movements appealed strongly to young professionals and university students
in urban centres. The Islamic renewal or resurgent movements reflected the dual
aspirations of many Muslims throughout the world. First, they sought freedom of
expression and greater participation in the political process of their respective
states. Second, they wanted their societies to be more explicitly identifiable as
Islamic, culturally and politically.

Many Islamic movements rejected the existing state structure and political
system of their countries. It was commonly believed that the existing system was
a legacy of colonial rule and the imposition of a “Western model’ of governance
onto a predominantly Muslim country. Among these movements, many called for
the establishment of an Islamic state. They believed that only such a state could
solve the problems of Muslim nations by purifying society, promoting cultural
progress and providing justice for all. The establishment of an Islamic state based
on the shari’a (Islamic law)' was often the primary objective. Throughout the
1980s and 1990s, the state in many Muslim countries had to come to terms with
the growing political demands of Islamist movements.>

By the late 1990s, other social groups and organizations in Muslim countries
responded in different ways to the political conditions and issues that Islamic
resurgence movements had brought about. For example, in July 1998 a group
made up of Turkey’s writers, artists and democracy activists met at a workshop
in Abant on the theme ‘Islam and Secularism’ and arrived at a proclamation
claiming among other things that Islam had a public role to play and was
compatible with democracy without undermining the secular state of Turkey.? For
this group, the democratization of society must include the creation of a democratic
space that allows for greater freedom of religion within the secular state.
Presumably, these activists felt that the only way to respond to the mounting
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challenges of the Islamist movement in Turkey was not through an inflexible and
aggressive assertion of secularism but through the process of democratization
whereby a space is created for the debate and negotiation of the public and political
roles of the religion.

In Washington, DC in May 1999, a group comprising Muslim and non-Muslim
scholars, thinkers and academics, who were either residents or citizens of the USA,
established the Centre for the Study of Islam and Democracy (CSID).* Some of
this organization’s objectives are:

to promote democracy in the Muslim world; to promote a better
understanding and a common platform between supporters of democracy
and human rights and the proponents of the ‘Islamic solution’ in the Muslim
world; and to encourage attempts in the West, and particularly the United
States, to play a positive role in promoting democracy in the Muslim world
and establishing a constructive dialogue and engagement with Muslim
people.

On 8 July 1999, a large number of Iranian students calling for political reforms
staged a peaceful pro-democracy protest and demonstration in Teheran seeking
greater press freedom soon after the banning of a newspaper that had been very
critical of the Islamic government of Iran. This demonstration later led to violent
protests that reflected the tensions between the ‘reformist’ and the ‘conservative’
forces in the country. A new struggle for change and liberalization within Iran had
been unleashed. The final vote count announced on 26 February 2000 for the
Iranian general election held two weeks earlier showed the reformists allied to
President Mohammad Khatami firmly in control of the parliament. The results
announced by the official Islamic Republic News Agency indicated that ‘anti-
reform conservatives’ had lost the majority for the first time since the Islamic
revolution in 1979.

Diverse groups of Muslims living under different political circumstances such
as Turkey, Iran and the USA demonstrated their concern and awareness of the
relevance of democracy as central if not crucial to the political life of Muslims.
The prospects of democracy as exemplified by these three different contexts was
to some degree defined by the two sets of aspirations and demands that confronted
Muslims at the end of the twentieth century: to abide by Islam faithfully as a way
of life and to be part of the modern world. Such a situation implies that civil society
in Muslim countries therefore faces two key tasks. Firstly, the challenge of
ensuring that democracy is somehow maintained if not developed further within
the existing state and polity. Secondly, these countries take on the urgent work of
engaging with Islamists and the nature of the polity and democracy that is implicit
in their blueprint of the Islamic state.

The Islamic state by all accounts seems to consist of constitutional features that
are problematic if not conflicting with the criteria of modern democracy. Within
Islamist movements or among Muslims generally, there is neither consensus nor
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clear definition of what constitutes an Islamic state. Nevertheless, the role of Islam
and the question of an ‘Islamic state’ define a significant part of everyday political
debates and contestations among Muslims in Southeast Asia.

The Asian economic crisis of 1997 had unprecedented political repercussions.
The wave of demonstrations that emerged in 1998-9 in Malaysia and Indonesia
calling for Reformasi or political reforms strongly reflected the rise of aspirations
to greater freedom and democratization (see Chapter 1). The relationship between
Islam and the prospects of democratizing movements has been intertwined with
the dominant political culture in Malaysia and Indonesia since independence.
Notably, both nation-states have had long-standing authoritarian governments and
styles of political leadership that may be described as autocratic if not feudal. By
virtue of the Muslim majority in the two countries, Malaysia and Indonesia have
had to contend with political challenges that either advocate for an Islamic state
or, at the very least, greater Islamization of state and society.

The focus of this chapter is on Islamization and democratization in Malaysia.
Where relevant, the country’s experiences are compared and contrasted with
developments in Muslim societies around the world and the Southeast Asian region
—primarily Indonesia. The chapter explores in particular the role of Muslim
politics in a multi-ethnic country such as Malaysia and the consequences of the
Islamization promoted by both the government and the opposition. Islamization
has been advanced by both the long-standing ruling coalition Barisan Nasional
(National Front) led by the United Malays National Organization (UMNO) as well
as the opposition Islamist party Partai Islam SeMalaysia (PAS, the All-Malaysia
Islamic Party). The latter is the sole Muslim opposition party in Malaysia and is
politically dominant in two eastern states of Peninsular Malaysia: Kelantan and
Terengganu. The principal Islamization policies introduced by UMNO since the
1980s were the expansion of both civil and criminal shari’a laws as well as the
amendments to the Muslim family laws in the thirteen states and three federal
territories (Kuala Lumpur, Putrajaya and Labuan) that constitute the Federation
of Malaysia. Some of these laws include the 1995 enactments that allow for the
automatic enforcement into law of relevant fatwa® (learaed opinions) issued by
state mufti (religious officials) and the Fatwa Councils of most states. Changes in
the Muslim family laws and their administration in several states after 1980
affected women’s rights and gender equality in significant ways.

This chapter examines the implications of the above laws on constitutionalism,
the democratic process and gender rights. Islamic political issues are studied in
relation to the prospects and development of democracy generally, and the existing
initiatives towards democratization by political parties or emergent civil society
organizations specifically. The main purposes here are to evaluate whether the
democratization project will be affected in any significant way in the near future,
and to examine whether within the various Muslim movements one can find any
significant potential or initiative for an Islam-based democratization that promotes
tolerance and respect for pluralism within the Muslim community itself as well
other religious communities in the nation-state.
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Democracy, democratization and pluralism in the modern
nation-state

Human society needs some form of authority or government that has the necessary
powers to maintain law and order and regulate political, economic and social
activities. It is within the structure and organization of the state the distribution
and exercise of its powers and related matters—that the relationship between
private persons and the official organs of the state is determined. To avoid the
dangers of the corruption and abuse of power and to ensure that the powers of
government are properly employed to achieve their legitimate objectives, the
structure and functioning of government must be regulated by clearly defined and
strictly applied rules. This body of rules is referred to as the constitution of the
state. The constitution and the laws of that state are the framework for official
action affecting individual and collective fundamental rights and liberties within
the state.

Representative government based on universal suffrage is another necessary
feature or condition of modern constitutionalism. In one sense, constitutionalism
is the principle for organizing government according to law, limiting the functions
of its different departments and prescribing the extent and manner of the exercise
of sovereign power. The principle of constitutionalism and the rule of law are two
important criteria for a political democracy. Policies are formulated and laws and
regulations enacted in order to promote the objectives of justice, individual
liberties, social equality, political stability, economic growth and the equitable
distribution of wealth. All these objectives of good governance also involve the
continuing and delicate adjustment of competing interests and constantly shifting
priorities (An-Na’im 1990, especially ch. 4).

Within this framework of constitutional government, democracy in essence
simply means the substantive participation of people in ruling themselves and the
recognition for the rights of all within the same polity. This in principle implies
some limitation of government dominance over crucial aspects of social life,
especially those related to the freedom, basic rights and civil liberties of citizens
and groups in the state. The term ‘democratization’ is often used to refer generally
to the demand for empowerment and participation in government and politics by
the citizens of a state with a recognition of the rights and civil liberties of other
constituent members of the state. The demand for freedom of expression and
greater participation may be made by political parties, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) or other civil society groups and social movements.

The modern democratic state with a constitutional government is also
predicated on the principle of equality of all its citizens before the law, without
discrimination on the grounds of race, colour, gender, language, religion, political
or other opinion. Almost every state in the world today may be said to be pluralistic
in nature, comprising of multi-ethnic and multireligious communities as its
subjects. The notion and pursuit of equality and social justice in the context of a
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state in which difference and pluralism are present become all the more complex
and problematic.

Pluralism is a significant normative issue related to democracy and the problems
and prospects of democratization. Certain basic principles of democratic
procedures need to be in place in order for a state or society to accommodate
cultural differences. Michael Walzer (1995) refers to the ‘non-discrimination
principle’ as a model for accommodating cultural pluralism in a state. He also
proposes the ‘group rights model’ which involves measures aimed at protecting
or promoting ethno-cultural identity. Some of these measures include freedom of
religion, language rights, land claims, regional autonomy and guaranteed
representation. Democracy and pluralism are indeed relevant to the politics,
society and culture of both Malaysia and Indonesia. The central position of Islam
in the two countries only underscores the complexity of day-to-day efforts in
resolving disputes or differences concerning democracy and pluralism as
procedure and ideology.

In contemporary discourses of democracy, one finds that the problem of
democratization is conceptualized as a national problem above all. In studying the
impact of Islamization on democratization in newly industrialized countries such
as Malaysia and Indonesia, one must consider the complexity and problem of
politics and culture in each society as a whole. The advancing process of
Islamization affects and is affected by the larger context of mainstream or so-called
‘secular’ national political culture. Malaysia saw the emergence of Islamic
organizations or movements such as Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM,
Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia), Darul Argam,® and Jemaah Islah
Malaysia (JIM, Malaysian Society for Reform) that sought the re-assertion of the
Islamic character and identity of the social and political life of Malaysian Muslims.
The common feature of their Islamizing tendencies was to elevate the status of
Muslim values, practices and laws in all possible areas of life. They shared the
rationale that Islam was the only possible solution to address almost all the
problems faced by the Muslim ummah (community). For many members or
supporters of these movements, Malaysia was well-situated to undertake an
Islamization project partly because the country had achieved the necessary
economic development to enable many of its Muslim citizens to acquire a higher
education. Young Muslims in Malaysia were seen to be appropriate conveyors of
Islamization, as one ABIM academic observes:

After all, we now have a sufficient number of people among the ulama’
scholars, jurists, and even professionals who are all well-versed in the
various disciplines of Islamic knowledge. These are the new generation of
Muslims who are experts and well-placed to develop an Islamic way of life
for our modern world.?

The homogeneity in the approaches to Islamization of most Malaysian
associations and movements is another feature that will affect the prospects of
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democratization in the near future, especially in matters concerning the role of the
citizenry as well as, the civic responsibility and participation of modern Muslims
in matters of religion and public life.

In contrast to Malaysia, there is in Indonesia a plurality of Islamic movements
comprising differentiated and diverse perspectives on Islam as religion, the Islamic
state and the way to actualize Islam and its principles in public life. Islamization
in Indonesia differs remarkably as a result. The Islamization discourse of different
organizations such as the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU, Association of Islamic Scholars),
Muhammadiyah or lkatan Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia (ICMI, Indonesian
Association of Muslim Intellectuals) is far more open and progressive, allowing
for different opinions on the kind of Islam and its political role in Indonesia.
Freedom of expression in religious matters does not exist in Malaysia. In 1986,
for example, Kassim Ahmad’s book-length critique of the hadith (narratives of
the utterances and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad) was banned by the Malaysian
government. At the same time, public debate on the hadith has never been
constrained in Indonesia. On the contrary, compared to Malaysia, Muslim
intellectual culture in Indonesia has been active and democratic, especially so in
the final days of the New Order.

Islam and democracy

The rise of Islamic resurgence movements and debates about democratization may
seem at first to be in conflict or contradictory to each other. In fact, a number of
observers view religious resurgences, especially fundamentalist ones, to be anti-
democratic. Such religious movements are often seen to be traditionalizing,
backward-looking, and fearful of change and democracy itself. Fatima Mernissi,
for example, in her book Islam and Democracy: Fear of the Modern World (1993)
argues that Muslims in the Arab world ‘do not so much have a fear of democracy
as suffer from a lack of access to the most important advances of recent centuries,
especially tolerance as principle and practice’ (1993:42). Freedom of thought,
freedom to differ and individualism were sacrificed to save unity of the religious
group or the ummah. Quoting Hunter (1991) and Djait (1991), Mernissi asserts
that:

Arabs never had a systematic access to the modern advances rooted in the
legacy of the Enlightenment, an ideological revolution that led to the
debunking of medieval and reformational cosmologies and the undermining
of feudal forms of political authority and theistic forms of moral authority.
...Muslims did not think of the phenomenon of modernity in terms of rupture
with the past, but rather in terms of a renewed relation with the past.
(Mernissi 1993:46-7)

Many other Muslim intellectuals and activists argue otherwise. Although it may
be a practice ‘foreign’ to contemporary Muslims, the notion or concept of



ISLAMIZATION AND DEMOCRATIZATION IN MALAYSIA 123

democracy is really not foreign to Islamic thought (Osman 1994, 1996; Kamali
1994, 1999a, 1999b). A number of activists in the human rights and democracy
movements throughout the Muslim world are well aware that various principles
of democracy are inherent to the corpus of Islamic ideals and thought. Muslims,
they further argue, need to develop some of these principles in practice within
modern or existing political systems. Democracy is not a given heritage in Islam.
For some modernist and activist Muslims, the idea of democracy has to be
substantiated and actively promoted through educational reform and the creation
of social institutions that foster democratic consciousness and encourage greater
participation of civil society in the political and religious realm.

The major challenge for democratization in Muslim societies remains whether
Muslim scholars and leaders themselves are able to create coherent theories and
structures of Islamic democracy that are not simple reformulations of Western
notions offered in Islamic idioms (Esposito 1996). What the social and political
content of Islamic democracy consists of, and how it is to be justified and realized,
was increasingly a central issue to the project of Islamic modernity throughout the
Muslim world in the twentieth century. Muslim historical and civilizational
heritage is richly endowed with a variety of political traditions and cultures of its
own, all elaborated in quite distinctive political and historical experiences. That
heritage may provide the necessary resources and strong historical support for
modern efforts to generate from within Islam itself the idea of a committed,
ethically driven life of active, participatory citizenship and a universal or global
Islamic ummah-ship.

Islamic resurgence in the late twentieth century brought about considerable
transformation of the key players in realpolitik. It provided a range of possibilities
for Islamic movements to attain political power and influence within the lifetime
of one generation of the world’s Muslim population, particularly those who were
born between 1945 and the 1950s. This was also the generation of Muslims who
in their early adult years (in the 1970s) had to confront the post-colonial agenda
of development within their respective newly independent nation-states.

The final two and a half decades of the twentieth century witnessed the
accelerated economic growth that transformed Malaysia and Indonesia into newly
industrializing countries as their economies greatly benefited from late capitalism
and the early stages of economic globalization in the 1980s. The economies of
both countries expanded at an accelerated rate until the fateful Asian financial
crisis struck in the latter half of 1997. This period of economic prosperity, however,
did not see a decline in the dominance of Islamic groups and parties as a force in
the national politics of both countries. Whether it was the developmentalist
programme of Suharto’s ‘New Order’ or Mahathir Mohamad’s ‘Vision 2020’, the
two leaders had to contend with the political challenges of Islamic constituencies.
Malaysia and Indonesia experienced the specific and local impact of the
ascendancy of Islamic revivalist movements from the 1970s in other Muslim
countries such as Egypt, Lebanon, Algeria and the Sudan.
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Islamization affects the prospects for democracy in all these Muslim nation-
states not because there is any intrinsic contradiction between Islam and
democracy but because the resurgent movements of political Islam do not (or
perhaps refuse to) recognize the intellectual prerequisites of reactualizing shari’a
principles with democratic trajectories in the modern world. An examination of
the experiences of these Islamist movements and their relationship with the
processes of democratization, nevertheless, will show some variation in priorities
and trajectories. Each case is defined by the social milieu and political
circumstances of the existing nation-state. While they may be inspired by common
religious traditions or conceptual and ideological Islamic resources, different
national contexts give rise to variations in approaches and agendas. By the 1990s,
when the Malaysian government sought to expand the implementation of Islamic
civil and criminal laws for Muslims, in Indonesia the trend was to encourage the
propagation of non-state Islam or the religion primarily as a source of ethical and
cultural guidance, thereby restricting the role of ‘political Islam’.

Islamization in Malaysia

Islamization is that process by which what are perceived as Islamic laws, values
and practices are accorded greater significance in state, society and culture. It is
a contemporary phenomenon partly associated with the postcolonial era and partly
seen as an assertion or re-assertion of identity in response to modernization.
Islamization is a quest for the Islamic ideal. It is an attempt to restore the pristine
Islam perceived to be lost or disrupted as a result of Western colonial domination.
The process of ‘Islamization’ generally and in Malaysia specifically needs to be
explored as a phenomenon of social change. It can be viewed as part of a complex
of responses by Muslims in order to accommodate culturally the impact of rapid
and often disruptive social transformation. It is a manifestation of the encounter
of Muslim societies with the West in modern times; initially under colonial
domination and later the interplay between economic domination and the political
and cultural resistance it generated. To understand contemporary Islamization
movements, one needs to view them historically within their sociopolitical
contexts (Osman 1994:123-43).

In Malaysia, Islamization policies were conscientiously undertaken by the state
from the mid-1980s. Impelled by the rapid economic transformation of its
economy, Malaysia sought to combine ever more comprehensive and accelerated
Islamization policies with a growing middle class, modern lifestyle and material
or consumer culture. The Malaysian state’s Islamization project under the
premiership of Mahathir was implemented under fairly considerable political
pressure especially when the government found it necessary to legitimate itself as
Islamic against the claims of traditionalizing or neo-traditionalist Islamic forces:
the opposition Islamic party PAS and Darul Argam among them.

In the period between 1982 and the middle of 1998, the roles played by the top
two UMNO politicians—premier Mahathir and his deputy Anwar Ibrahim—were
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crucial in shaping contemporary Malaysian understandings of how Islam,
democracy and modernity were defined. Both men projected themselves as
modern Muslims with the responsibility of leading Malay society and the country
into the new millennium. Recognizing the need to appease the Islamic revival
movements, Mahathir invited Anwar, then President of ABIM, to join UMNO.
Soon after Anwar joined the ranks of the ruling coalition, the Mahathir
administration began to implement various Islamization policies that included
among others the crucial constitutional amendment first proposed in 1986 and
then embodied in the 1988 Amendment under Article 121 (1A) of the Federal
Constitution. This amendment divided the areas of jurisdiction of the Civil and
the Syariah Courts, notably deciding substantially in the latter’s favour.

Several institutions were established and vested with the power to further
Islamize the law and society. Pusat Islam (Islamic Centre) was set up as a federal
government agency and evolved from the Islamic Affairs Division of the Prime
Minister’s Department. It was upgraded in 1996 to Jabatan Kemajuan Islam
Malaysia (JAKIM, Department of Islamic Development of Malaysia).” Other
leading institutions established included Yayasan Islam Malaysia (YADIM,
Islamic Missionary Foundation Malaysia), Institut Kefahaman Islam Malaysia
(IKIM, Institute of Islamic Understanding) and the International Islamic
University (IIU). Islamic banking began to proceed apace and by 1993 several
banks in Malaysia were offering an alternative to the traditional savings account.

The 1980s saw an increased application of several amendments within the
Islamic Criminal Enactments (Shari’a criminal laws) in most of the states of the
Federation of Malaysia. An outstanding feature of this development was the
prurient obsession with moral surveillance, enforcement and punitive measures
against Muslims for such transgressions as eating during Ramadhan (the fasting
month), consuming alcoholic beverages, and committing the ‘sexual offence’ of
khalwat (improper covert association between sexes). The latter is defined
described by JAKIM as ‘close proximity between a male and female who are not
muhrim (a relative or kin with whom one cannot marry) and not legally married’.
It is not necessary for both parties to be Muslim and many cases have been taken
to court since 1985 where only one of the parties is. Under a 1987 amendment,
the non-Muslim partner may be detained in police custody for questioning in order
to enable the Islamic authorities to gather evidence against the accused Muslim
party. The freedom of a non-Muslim from the jurisdiction of Islamic laws as
guaranteed by the Malaysian Constitution is thus compromised.

At the same time, throughout the 1980s some of the existing procedures or
rulings within Muslim family laws were amended or reverted to earlier and more
traditional interpretations of gender rights within a Muslim marriage and family.
For example, the law requiring the written permission of the first wife before a
Muslim male could contract a subsequent marriage was abolished. Aspects of
divorce and post-divorce legal procedures for Muslim women were also amended
accordingly. It was obvious that one aspect of the Islamization carried out since
the mid-1980s was the introduction of patriarchal interpretations into the existing
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Muslim family laws. Particular Islamic institutions and social groups in Indonesia
championed patriarchy in the 1990s, though mostly through activism rather than
changes to the legal system. Their opposition to Megawati Sukarnoputri’s
presidential aspirations because she is a woman, for instance, is discussed in
Chapter 6. In keeping with state-driven Islamization in Malaysia, whatever
progressive elements in the existing laws were changed or amended with the
objective of increasing their ‘Islamic’ character by putting in place traditional
forms of the shari’a. Muslim women’s rights in the family and marriage were
undermined as a result. Given the emphasis in the shari’a on the authority of the
religious establishment over Muslim citizens, the intensification of patriarchy was
not conducive to democratization.

Despite the disconcerting shifts in the legal position of Muslims, Mahathir and
Anwar projected a progressive image of themselves as Islamic leaders. The former
was very critical of traditionalizing Islam and in public speeches was often
forthright in his criticisms of Muslim orthodoxy. The texts of these speeches were
often published in the national newspapers. Anwar on the other hand had a
different style and approach. In his speeches he avoided confrontation and instead
focused on ‘a modernizing theme’ in discussing Islamic issues. It was Anwar who
popularized the term masyarakat madani for ‘civil society’ in Malaysian public
discourse. In most of his political speeches in 1994, Anwar Ibrahim persistently
promoted the importance of masyarakat madani as a path for a Malaysian-style
Islamic modernity and civilization. The concept was for him a way of ‘rethinking
and refashioning m