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Will Indonesia’s problems undermine its democracy?
rizal Sukma

¢ Global CitizEn

It is already 2010 but the 

government of Indonesian 

President Susilo Bambang Yud-

hoyono is still unable to pave a 

smooth way to move ahead.

In fact, the road ahead 

seems to get rockier day by day. 

Scandals and problems that 

had begun to taint the start of 

his second term in office late 

last year are now beginning to 

cast some doubts as to whether 

the government can function 

effectively in the years ahead.

Indeed, problems seem to 

have defined Mr Yudhoyono’s 

second term. With the infa-

mous conflict between the 

Anti-Corruption Commission 

and the police somehow “set-

tled”, the government now has 

to face a much more formidable 

challenge from the Parliament 

Inquiry Committee over the 

case of Bank Century bailout. 

It seems the inquiry proc-

ess by Parliament, known as 

the DPR, has made it more and 

more difficult for some top 

officials to focus on their day 

jobs.

Vice-President Boediono, 

for example, has had to attend 

DPR inquiry hearings twice so 

far, and the committee is al-

ready mulling the possibility of 

summoning him again.

Finance Minister Sri Muly-

ani spent more than 12 hours 

at the DPR on Wednesday  

answering tough questions 

from lawmakers. While she 

managed to present and defend 

the government’s bailout deci-

sion at the meeting, it is still 

possible that she might have 

to spend more time before the 

Committee yet again.

Meanwhile, the public was 

also shocked to learn that in 

Indonesia — or at least in the 

Pondok Bambu prison in Jakarta 

— a corruption convict could 

transform jail cells into luxuri-

ous office rooms for herself, and 

continue to run her business 

network with ample facilities 

and apparent impunity.

The scandal clearly points 

to a much bigger problem still 

facing post-authoritarian In-

donesia: The lack, if not the 

complete absence, of serious 

judicial reform.

On the other side of life, 

justice seems as remote as ever 

for the orang kecil — “the little 

people”. 

A 65-year-old grandmoth-

er, Minah, was sentenced to 

six weeks’ jail with a three-

month probation period. She 

was accused of stealing three 

cacao fruits worth 2,000 rupiah 

— $0.35.

Sulfiana, a widow with two 

children, was given four weeks 

in jail with two months proba-

tion. She was accused of steal-

ing snacks worth 19,000 rupiah 

— about $3.10 — a charge she de-

nies. And there have been simi-

lar cases around the country.

One might argue that all 

these problems and scandals 

are symptomatic of Indonesia’s 

defective democracy. Some 

even say that Indonesia faces 

all these problems because it 

opted for democracy at the ex-

pense of governance.

Of course, there is some 

truth in such assertions. In 

fact, no one in Indonesia claims 

that the country has become a 

full-pledged democracy. It is 

very much a work in progress, 

a process that started only 10 

years ago.

However, the real story is 

that it is precisely because of 

democracy that all Indonesians 

can now learn what’s wrong 

with their country. It is pre-

cisely because of democracy 

that the media is now free to 

report all those problems. It is 

precisely because of democracy 

that no government official, in-

cluding the Vice-President and 

Finance Minister, could evade 

scrutiny by the people (through 

the DPR), regardless of whether 

or not they are guilty.

Without the media, we 

would never have known that 

Indonesia’s judicial system is in 

dire need of radical reforms.

Knowing the real problem, 

and the extent of the problem, 

is the first natural and neces-

sary step to resolve it. It is here 

where the notion of governance 

should come in. 

Mr Yudhoyono needs to improve 

this aspect of state management. He 

needs to be more forthcoming in 

addressing and resolving Indonesia’s 

problems.

Indeed, the ability to resolve 

a problem according to the rule 

of law will determine the quality 

of democracy. Otherwise, no one 

will take Indonesia’s democracy 

seriously.

So, what is Indonesia’s prob-

lem? As a friend of mine told me: 

“If you can’t resolve the problem, 

make the problem even more com-

plicated, until everyone is confused 

about what the problem is.”¢
voices@mediacorp.com.sg

The writer is executive director at 

the Centre for Strategic and Inter-

national Studies (CSIS) in Jakarta.
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Many relationships have 

changed in Malaysia over 

the last week, and most of them 

for the worse.

The attacks on churches 

throughout Malaysia — nine 

so far and counting — have 

shocked Malaysia-watchers 

throughout the world as much 

as it has stunned Malaysians of 

all races and religions.

What had seemed a prob-

lem with largely East Malay-

sian significance — since most 

Malay-speaking Christians live 

in Sabah and Sarawak — became 

a West Malaysian one when the 

first church was set on fire in 

Kuala Lumpur on Jan 7. 

Earlier, the country’s Home 

Affairs Ministry — bowing to 

perceived pressure from vocal 

elements within the Muslim 

community — had signalled 

through its appeal and its suc-

cess in getting a stay of execu-

tion that it did not accept the 

decision of the High Court made 

on Dec 31 that non-Muslims  

could legally use the term 

“Allah” as translation for “God” 

in Malay.

The fact that only one 

church has been badly gutted 

An attack on unity
Fraying tensions over the use of the term ‘allah’ erode at a trust that’s taken decades to build

while all the rest received 

only superficial damage 

holds certain implications. 

Although it is often wiser 

to prioritise incompetence 

before intention as an ex-

planation for irrational acts, 

one has to account for this 

seeming failure on the part 

of the extremists.

A probable conclusion 

is that these are not hate 

crimes. It would seem that 

the perpetrators did not 

wish to cause bodily harm, 

and were only following or-

ders or were being paid to 

throw badly-made Molotov 

cocktails.

What these acts imme-

diately achieve is to change 

the political scenario quite 

dramatically. Who will gain 

politically from it is still an 

uninvestigated question.

At the time of writing, 

no one has been arrested. 

The Home Affairs Minis-

ter’s publicly declared will-

ingness to use the Internal 

Security Act (ISA) over the 

matter is quite incom-

prehensible, since we are 

here dealing with acts that 

are flagrantly criminal for 

which punishments exist 

in law. Threatening the use 

of the ISA is more an ex-

pression of helplessness on 

the part of an executive not 

readily willing to execute 

the law.

And yet, that is what 

is needed at this moment 

— a clear and impartial sig-

nal from the Establishment 

that it respects the law  

and demands the same of 

all citizens.

The church attacks 

have definitely damaged 

the credibility of Mr Najib 

Abdul Razak’s 1Malaysia 

initiative, now making it 

practically impossible for 

the Prime Minister to have 

the words needed to con-

vince at least Christians 

about the inclusiveness of 

his style of governance.

What may worry him 

even more, however, is the 

extent to which the vio-

lence and the threat of vio-

lence will affect politics in 

Sabah and Sarawak. Should 

his coalition lose control 

over one of these states, it 

will in all probability lose 

federal power.

As it is, with Parti Islam 

SeMalaysia (PAS) taking a 

liberal stand on the “Allah” 

issue, Umno is strangely 

enough, despite its long-

term incumbency, occupy-

ing the fringe where inclu-

sive politics are concerned. 

Silence so far from its coa-

lition allies feeds public 

suspicions that their views 

need Umno’s sanctioning 

before being aired.

Shock over the attacks 

has also brought many  

liberal Muslim voices to  

the fore, and this may yet 

discourage Malay politicians  

from keeping the issue 

alive in hope of political  

gains. Even the Islamic  

Society of North America 

has called for Malaysian 

Muslims to allow Christians 

to use the word “Allah”. 

Where the economy 

is concerned, the recent 

events are not welcome 

news. The latest series of 

bad press comes at a time 

when the reports for last 

year show that Malaysia’s 

foreign exchange reserves 

fell by an amazing 25 per 

cent, with the economy 

becoming more and more 

dependent on government 

stimulus as private invest-

ments fall behind public 

investments.

Most tragic is the  

relationship between Ma-

laysians and Malaysia. 

Official figures showed 

that 139,696 Malaysians 

had moved overseas for 

various reasons in 2007. 

Data recently released by 

the Foreign Affairs Min-

istry recorded 304,358 

Malaysians leaving the 

country between March 

2008 and August last year. 

Even after allowing for 

the longer period for the 

latter figure, the rise in  

migration is shocking.

By tying language to 

religion, and thus signalling 

that the national language 

of Bahasa Melayu is not to-

tally a neutral medium of 

communication, Umno has 

inserted a new and unnec-

essary wedge into already 

badly-segregated ethnic 

groups in the country.

In a word, a lot of trust 

that had taken decades to 

build up is fast disappear-

ing. With the Establish-

ment trapped in divisive 

discourses despite its own 

talk of a united Malaysia, 

more than piecemeal re-

forms are needed if the 

country is to reverse its sad 

fortunes. ¢
voices@mediacorp.com.sg

The writer is a fellow at 

the Institute of South-east 

Asian Studies. His latest 

book is Arrested Reform: 

The Undoing of Abdullah 

Badawi (Refsa).

Some say Indonesia 

is facing all these 

problems because 

it opted for democ-

racy at the expense 

of governance. But it 

is precisely because 

of democracy that 

Indonesians can learn 

what’s wrong with 

their country.

red paint splashed across the gates of a church in kota tinggi — one of many to have been targeted. AFP
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