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Indonesia’s dramatic reversal from an authoritarian regime to an emergent democracy was a surprise in 1998 and still is, eleven years later. In April 2009, the third democratic election since Suharto’s demise remained an amazing feat. The rest of the world was and still is deeply impressed by Indonesia’s democratic performance as the largest Muslim country: some 200 million Muslims out of 240 million inhabitants demonstrated that Islam is not incompatible with liberal democracy. As an almost bankrupt archipelago ten years ago, Indonesia also proved that democracy could be born from an almost desperate economic condition.

Indonesia is emerging as a beckoning democratic example for the Islamic world and its Southeast Asian neighbors. According to a Thai observer, "For all the country's troubles, Indonesia's transition to democracy after decades of autocratic rule may offer the best model." 
 During her recent visit, US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, paid tribute to Indonesia both as a democracy and a moderate society. While in Jakarta, she said, "If you want to know if Islam, democracy, modernity and women's rights can coexist, go to Indonesia." Considering that Indonesia was destabilized by terrorist violence only a few years ago, its current relative stability is quite extraordinary.

So we have every reason to look into Indonesia’s experience and try to understand and assess its success. The question is, can we or may we judge such a particular and singular democratic experiment? In this matter, we may refer to Diamond & Morlino’s caveats on assessing the quality of democracy:

« Who, after all, is to say just what makes a “good” or “high-quality” democracy? Is a universal conception of democratic quality even possible? How can efforts to think about democratic quality avoid becoming paternalistic exercises in which the older democracies take themselves for granted as models and so escape scrutiny? »

As liberal democracy was born in the West (in Europe), it may be asked whether it can apply to an eastern country such as Indonesia (or India, for that matter) ? Or should we condone an Asian type of democracy ? Conversely, should democracy be looked at as an all-purpose polity, regardless of the cultural context and local history ?

Whatever qualification can be made, in this global era everyone falls under everyone else’s watch, and in this time of general intercourse, it seems not inappropriate to attempt an evaluation of democratic efforts throughout the world, including Indonesia’s.

At this juncture, it is useful to recall the usual principles that are expected to apply in identifying a true democracy: freedom, the rule of law, vertical accountability, responsiveness, and equality ; also, participation, competition, and horizontal accountability. These eight principles will be kept in mind in this presentation although not systematically tested against Indonesia’s case, for lack of space and time. Rather, the reasons why democracy should appear in Indonesia are explored first, before analyzing its idiosyncratic aspects, its structural challenges and the so-called SBY factor.
SOME POSSIBLE REASONS FOR THE DEMOCRATIC SURPRISE

Why should Indonesia, of all countries in Southeast Asia, have become democratic? A long authoritarian tradition, a low per capita income, a complex and unstable archipelago, were not conditions conducive to democratization. By contrast, Thailand and Malaysia were better equipped to become full-fledged democracies, which they did not, even receding into forms of more authoritarian regimes, with recurring tensions.

Several hypotheses can be mentioned. Traditional political culture contains elements that account for the possibility of democracy in Indonesia. In rural backgrounds, social control is traditionally high, despite fairly authoritarian and hierarchical institutions. Local or traditional leaders are not entirely free to do anything they want, but can be called to account by community members. A measure of traditional accountability in the so-called “village republics” informs the more modern political culture in urban backgrounds.

Javanese syncretism, far from being only feudalistic, also produces pluralism through its practice of borrowing and integrating conflicting ideas and values. It facilitates the coexistence of diverse people and cultures as mandated by Pancasila, the state ideology. Although it was abused by Soeharto who centralized most powers in his hands, Pancasila has been recently reactivated as a local brand of pluralism, as a pro democracy ideology.

In order to localize reformation after Soeharto’s demise, a profound decentralization of resources and power has taken place, providing a new regional framework for the oversized archipelago. This radical reform has allowed a certain diffusion of power within an increasingly de-centralized polity, subject to some level of accountability and scrutiny. Strong local governments help to deepen democracy, practicing the virtues of
smallness, close-up accountability, and checking the center. This very reform probably saved Indonesia from breaking out and allowed democracy to take root in its soil.
This large-scale transformation was made possible by elite adjustment and accommodation after Soeharto’s resignation (under US pressure and street demonstrations): a smart consensus was reached in favor of a system enabling power sharing or limited competition in order to avoid violence and physical conflicts.

AN OLIGARCHIC DEMOCRACY?

Still, observers question the reality and the viability of Indonesia’s democracy. Is the new regime really a pro people government or is it simply an opportunistic arrangement by New Order’s elites to manage their survival? Assuming the new regime is democratic, what is the quality of its democracy ?

The April 2009 general elections indicate an ability to organize complex, multiple elections without violence, but not without serious deficiencies. In March-April 2009, thousands of candidates from more than three dozen parties campaigned for some 16,000 legislative seats at provincial, district and city levels, 550 seats in the national legislature, and 132 seats in the country's upper house. On April 9, up to 170 million eligible voters were called to mark ballots to refill these bodies. On July 8 and again, if needed, in a run-off election on September 8, millions of Indonesians will return to the polls to choose a president and a vice president for the next five years. The April election was orderly, and once again, free and fair electoral competition was held between the numerous political parties.
But the quality of campaigning remained very low: it was all about enthusiasm, crowd pleasing, denying accusations of corruption, and deriding opponents. The performance of the political class was objectionable, with an overemphasis on personal image and emotional symbols rather than substance and programs. Private ambition was more visible than dedication to the common good. A perceived cynicism among politicians has aroused distrust in the general public and disenchantment about electoral processes and politics. Indeed, recent history has shown that elected politicians, once in power, have vacillated, reversed course, and even supported contradictory policies in an effort to maintain popularity and appease powerful groups.
The April 2009 election was less satisfactory than the previous 1999 and 2004 exercises. The General Election Commission (KPU) and the government were accused of failing to update the electoral roll before voting day, stripping an estimated 40 million citizens of their constitutional right to vote.

Despite this very serious failure, most participants have agreed to continue the election process and move forward to the July presidential election. While this attitude is realistic, it renews the impression of an arrangement between self-centered political elites in order to preserve an “oligarchic" democracy.

As a matter of course, to survive and reach equilibrium, any democracy must see its elites regain their cohesion. This
involves elites acknowledging one another as rightful contenders, social
forces as legitimate participants, and elections as the most efficient way in
which to structure their competitions.

However, the competition in Indonesia is restricted by regulations that prevent new political forces to access the electoral arena. The limitations, namely election thresholds, are officially justified by the need to avoid unnecessary political fragmentation. But by limiting the number of parties, established political forces control the political scene. Instead of a dictatorship of one man, as under Soeharto's New Order regime, Indonesia has been characterized by some analysts as a dictatorship of political parties. A handful of parties
 dominate the field, in terms of power, influence and funding, with little transparency and accountability in their functioning.

This hegemonic situation is compounded by a very weak rule of law. Under a rule of law all citizens are equal before the law, which is fairly and consistently applied to all by an independent judiciary, and the laws themselves are clear, publicly known, universal, stable, and non retroactive. « The rule of law is the base upon which every other dimension of democratic quality rests. » (Diamond & Morlino, op.cit.)

A weak rule of law will likely mean that participation by the poor and marginalized is suppressed, individual freedoms are insecure, many civic groups are unable to organize and advocate, the resourceful and well-connected are unduly favored, corruption and abuse of power run rampant, political competition is unfair, voters have a hard time holding rulers to account, and overall democratic responsiveness is gravely enfeebled.

The rule of law remains of very poor quality in Indonesia. A lot still needs to be done to build up the independence, capacity, and authority of law courts.
POVERTY, POLITICAL ISLAM AND THE MILITARY

Several other concerns are repeatedly raised: the past decade of democratic gains could still be rolled back with the emergence of a populist, military-backed and democratically elected candidate; the bureaucracy, despite the substantial efforts of the invigorated Corruption Eradication Commission, is still widely seen as functioning in a corrupt, inefficient and complacent manner; on the economic front, the government’s policies have failed to put a substantial dent in stubbornly high poverty and unemployment rates.

This last aspect remains a most challenging threat for a sustainable democracy in Indonesia. The gulf that separates the privileged and the poor is potentially destabilizing. There is a danger of not integrating properly city and countryside in a single democracy, of the two sides becoming "different nations, different ways of life". The political inclusion of farmers is as difficult as it is crucial to strengthen democracy.

Political will aside, the main prerequisites for the furtherance of social rights are sufficient affluence to fund social policies and wise strategies to achieve egalitarian policy goals without destroying the freedom and efficiency that make prosperity possible in the first place. Efficiency requires that the available resources go as much as possible toward investments in physical infrastructure and especially human capital (public health and education) that will raise the productivity of the poor over time. This in turn necessitates the control of corruption, and hence strong institutions of horizontal accountability.
Poverty and social discrimination in turn generate politicization of religion, which may bring undemocratic effects, especially towards women. Discriminatory policies include sharia-inspired bylaws, which are in place in several regional administrations. Such ordinances criminalize violations of religious values at the expense of women. Well-meaning policy makers or clever politicians justify such bylaws, as “implementations of religious teachings, to improve faith and to establish Islamic values”. Over the past 10 years, it has been found that 154 bylaws issued by 69 regency or municipal administrations in 21 provinces, have been inspired by Islamic law
.
However, this attempt at instilling an Islamic state from below was not approved by voters in the April 2009 general election. Major Islamic parties then dropped from 38 to 26 percent, losing some 12 percent of the votes.
Even though the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) marginally gained over their 7.2 percent vote showing in 2004, it is less than half of what they were aiming at around 15 percent mark. Their promise of honest and righteous governance came tumbling down once they became part of the coalition government of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, and also won some governors' offices. They got embroiled in corruption and political venality. The advocacy of Islamic ideals and practices started to look more like political slogans and symbols. In this way, they became indistinguishable from ordinary politicians.

The ebb and flow of political Islam, as well as large-scale social discrepancies give the military another chance to play a role in politics. Despite the official end put to the Dual Function system, military personnel still have a strong hold on politics and immunity from the atrocities they committed in the past. Some very prominent military are in the race to the presidency despite their doubtful previous records.

General Wiranto, as the supreme military commander from 1998 to 1999, was accused of crimes against humanity in Timor Leste, which claimed the lives of thousands at the time of the 1999 referendum that saw Timorese opting for independence. He was also in command during the 1998 May riots, in which thousands of men and women died on the streets of Jakarta. As to general Prabowo, former Army Special Force (Kopassus) commander, he was accused of the kidnapping and murder of anti-Soeharto activists during the 1998 turmoil.

Beyond the two generals turned politicians, the military still can count on its territorial
command structure, which has survived the end of the Soeharto regime. Left undisturbed, this apparatus parallels the civilian bureaucracy throughout the archipelago and enables the military to continue its pressuring regional administrators, while extracting local economic resources.

However, the territorial command may also have a positive role as it helps keeping the Indonesian nation and state together.

THE SBY FACTOR

In the April 2009 election, president Yudhoyono’s party, Partai Demokrat, received the largest share of votes, collecting some 21% of the ballot. By contrast with other politicians, SBY has enjoyed a significant support from the people, his popularity being attributed to his anti-corruption drive, and his calm, reassuring personality.
The democratic empowering of the incumbent president may signal a less democratic trend. It may be seen as a relapse of Indonesian society into a regime of personal, paramount leadership. SBY, after all, is a former army general and was once associated to president Soeharto.

In an apparent attempt to distinguish himself from his rivals, he has chosen noted economist and Bank Indonesia Governor Boediono as his running partner, against the other two pairs of presidential candidates (Megawati-Prabowo or “Mega Pro” and Kalla-Wiranto or “JK Win”).

Over the weeks since the legislative elections, the Indonesian people have come to a point where they are very dissatisfied with the behavior of political leaders, who care only about their own interests and forget the more fundamental problems of the nation. The fact that party leaders have changed their coalition partners so easily was seen as proof that they are entirely dictated by their personal ambitions.

By choosing a professional technocrat like Boediono, SBY hopes to convince the public that he is not part of the class of politicians who are still at a more primitive stage of political practice.

The incumbent president also means to build upon the support he enjoys from the international community. To his credit, he has contributed to consolidate the largest democracy in Southeast Asia. As vice-president, Boediono would be expected to enhance SBY’s international connections and use his own economic know-how to benefit from neoliberal globalization and mitigate the impact of the financial crisis.

But SBY’s choice of Boediono can also be seen as a tradeoff between democracy and supremacy. By picking up a Javanese like himself, he deprives outer-island Indonesians of any representation at the top level. By having a non-partisan technocrat with him, he deprives himself of the support of a representative of the people, as any political leader would claim to be. Finally, his choice suggests that he intends to rule alone and not to be disturbed by his vice-president, as he was by Jusuf Kalla. If he is reelected, as is likely according to most opinion surveys, would he give up his smart and soft democratic image and be carried away by an authoritarian temptation?

AS A CONCLUSION: QUALITY THREATENED BY QUANTITY

Rather than only judging the “quality” of Indonesia’s democracy, which indeed may be subjective and relative, another glance could be given at the other side of the coin: namely “quantity”.

The question may be asked as to whether it is possible to organize a democracy in such a large, complex country. An archipelagic country, with 240 million people, and a multi ethnic, multi lingual, multi religious setup? Is quantitative democracy workable? In the new democratic Indonesia, any power position is to be fulfilled through an election process. Are there not too many elections? Too many parties? Too many media? Is a multimillionaire democracy likely? Among emerging countries, only India is bigger and more complex — and more violent. But despite its huge size, Indonesia is learning, zealously and persistently. Does it have a choice?
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� Prof. Thitinan Pongsudhirak of Chulalongkorn University, director of Bangkok's Institute of Security and International Studies (ISIS), as quoted by The Jakarta Post, May 2009.


� Diamond & Morlino, “The quality of democracy”, Journal of Democracy Volume 15, Number 4 October 2004.


� 3 secular parties: Golkar, PDIP, Democrat Party; and 4 Islamic parties: PKS, PPP, PAN, PKB. Having less than 2.5% of the votes, 29 parties were not represented in parliament.


� According to KOMNAS Perempuan’s monitoring, the discriminatory bylaws were issued in six provinces — ie West Java, East Java, South Kalimantan, South Sulawesi, West Sumatra and West Nusa Tenggara.





