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Abstract 

How democratisation affects a state's foreign policy is a relatively neglected 

problem in International Relations. In Indonesia's case, there is a limited, but 

growing, body of literature examining the country's foreign policy in the post-

authoritarian context.  Yet this scholarship has tended to focus on the role of 

Indonesia's legislature and civil society organisations as newly-empowered 

foreign policy actors. Scholars of Southeast Asian politics, meanwhile, have 

concentrated on the effects of Indonesia's democratisation on regional 

integration and, in particular, on ASEAN cohesion and its traditional 

sovereignty-based norms. For the most part, the literature has completely 

ignored the effects of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign ministry – the 

principal institutional actor responsible for foreign policy formulation and 

conduct of Indonesia's diplomacy. Moreover, the effect of Indonesia's 

democratic transition on key bilateral relationships has received sparse 

treatment in the literature.   

This thesis aims to fill the gap in the literature by analysing the impact of 

democratisation on Indonesia's foreign ministry, and on Indonesia's approach 

to key bilateral and multilateral relationships in the Asia-Pacific – China, 

ASEAN and Australia respectively. This thesis argues that the domestic 

context in which Indonesia's foreign policy is framed has been transformed 

since reformasi.  A conscious attempt has been made by policy-makers to 

internalise democratic values, such as good governance and human rights, 

into the ideational basis of Indonesia's foreign policy. Second, Indonesia's 

adoption of a democratic foreign policy discourse has served key functions in 

boosting the legitimacy of popularly-elected governments, repairing 

Indonesia's tarnished international image and augmenting more enduring 

foreign policy objectives based on regional leadership, strategic autonomy, 



and sovereignty-based concerns. In other words, key foreign policy-makers 

were motivated both by a genuine commitment to democratic values and an 

intrinsic understanding that the promotion of such values served Indonesia's 

national interests. In this sense, democratic values can be understood as an 

important enabling factor in Indonesia's foreign policy, rather than a 

fundamental determinant of it. This constitutes a key finding of the research 

borne out by the four case studies. 

The case studies demonstrate that the role of Indonesia's foreign ministry is 

important because it is has transformed itself into an entrepreneur of new 

ideas and foreign policy practices. Similarly, the changing basis of regime 

legitimacy has had important implications for Indonesia's bilateral relations 

with China and Australia, constrained previously by the New Order's 

authoritarian political structures and ideology. By ending the military's 

influence over the policy apparatus and breaking the nexus between regime 

legitimacy and the threat of Chinese-backed subversion, political reform has 

engendered a high degree of policy consensus on closer relations with Beijing. 

Indonesia's engagement with ASEAN – the cornerstone of Indonesia's foreign 

policy – now appears normatively-driven; propelled by Indonesia's desire to 

fuse its internal reform experience with a regional strategic democratisation 

agenda. This thesis argues, however, that Indonesia's normative zeal has 

obscured important continuities in its ASEAN policy. ASEAN remains the 

principal vehicle for Indonesia's political leadership in Southeast Asia and a 

vital tool or managing the regional balance of power. Democracy, good 

governance and human rights were incorporated into a revised concept of 

regional resilience and thus inextricably linked with Indonesia's own national 

vitality.  

With Australia, democratisation has stabilised relations at the government-to-

government level, yet made relations increasingly subject to the broader 



contestation of Indonesia's legislature, media and public opinion. The 

persistence of negative perceptions at the broader societal level in both states, 

suggests that a convergence in political systems does not necessarily equate to 

shared values. Powerful sovereignty-based norms and national vulnerabilities 

borne out of historical experience continue to shape Indonesia's relationship 

with Australia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In November 2009, representatives from Jakarta's diplomatic community, 

foreign policy intellectuals and members of Indonesian civil society 

organisations (CSOs) gathered in a Jakarta hotel ballroom to listen to an 

eminent panel of speakers present under the theme of  'democratisation as a 

regional strategic agenda'. The confidence and conviction of the Indonesian 

panellist was palpable. Indonesia had lessons that it had learned from its 

eleven year reformasi experience, which it would continue to project as a 

strategic foreign policy agenda onto its neighbours in the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). There was one dissenting voice, however: 

A retired senior Indonesian diplomat who questioned simply whether it was 

premature for Indonesia to be lecturing the region about democracy and 

human rights when Indonesia had yet to 'clean up its own backyard'.1 

Evident in the 2009 Jakarta seminar proceedings was Indonesia's strong sense 

of entitlement in Southeast Asian affairs: This was a fundamental aspect of its 

foreign policy as recognised by a number of scholars, including Michael 

Leifer, in his definitive 1983 study Indonesia's foreign policy.2   But there was 

something else evident in the seminar, a degree of democratic evangelism on 

Indonesia's part, suggesting deeper and more complex motivations behind 

Indonesia's regional democratisation agenda.  Given that experts have 

                                                   

1 Personal observation at foreign policy seminar, Jakarta, November 11, 2009. 
2 Michael Leifer, formerly of LSE, was one a leading scholar of Southeast Asian politics, 

producing some of the best studies on the foreign policies of Southeast Asian states, including 

Indonesia, Singapore and Cambodia. Michael Leifer, Indonesia's foreign policy (London: 

George Allen and Unwin, 1983). 
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described aspects of Indonesia's democracy as 'illiberal' and 'messy' 3 , 

Indonesia's promotion of democratic norms suggested there was an internal 

logic at work beyond a newly-acquired conviction in the merits of liberal 

democracy.  

Leading scholars, including Franklin B Weinstein and Rizal Sukma 4  have 

explained Indonesia's foreign policy in terms of the political functions it has 

served, which poses the question: what functions are the promotion of 

democratic norms serving in Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy? Before 

investigating this key question, however, it is necessary to determine the 

impact of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign policy. Ostensibly, at least, 

Jakarta's projection of a new normative agenda in Southeast Asia suggested a 

significant break from its foreign policy during the authoritarian period. 

Research Question and Aims 

The question posed by this thesis, then, is a simple one. Has democratisation 

changed Indonesia's foreign policy and, if so, why and how? The answer is 

potentially more complex than the question. The thesis proposes two 

hypotheses. First, democratisation has transformed the domestic context in 

                                                   

3 For use of terms 'illiberal' and 'messy', see respectively Vedi R. Hadiz, 'The Rise of Neo-

Third Worldism? The Indonesian Trajectory and the consolidation of illiberal democracy,' 

Third World Quarterly, 25, no. 1 (2004): 55-71; and Rizal Sukma, 'Foreign Policies of Emerging 

Market Democracies: What Role for Democracy and Human Rights?' (The Brookings 

Institution, Washington  D.C., April 15, 2011), 

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/events/2011/4/14%20emerging%20democracies/20110414

_emerging_democracies_indonesia.pdf 
4  Professor Franklin B Weinstein was a PhD graduate of Cornell University, where he 

produced his seminal work Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence: from 

Sukarno to Soeharto (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1976) under the tutelage of George 

McT. Kahin of the Cornell Modern Indonesia Project. In 1997,  Rizal Sukma, a leading 

contemporary scholar of Indonesia's foreign policy , described Weinstein’s book ‘as one of the 

few authoritative sources for any discussion on the country’s foreign policy’. See Rizal 

Sukma, ‘The Evolution of Indonesia’s Foreign Policy: An Indonesian View’, Asian Survey, 35, 

no. 3 (March 1995): 304.  
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which Indonesia's foreign policy is made with important effects on the 

institutional and ideational basis of Indonesia's foreign policy. Second, these 

changes have both complicated and improved aspects of Indonesia's regional 

engagement in the Asia-Pacific.  

How democratisation affects a state's foreign policy is a relatively neglected 

problem in international relations theory.5  In Indonesia's case, however, there 

is a still limited, but growing, body of literature examining the country's 

foreign policy in the post-authoritarian context.6 Yet scholarship has tended to 

focus on the role of Indonesia's legislature and civil society organisations as 

newly-empowered foreign policy actors. Scholars of Southeast Asian politics, 

meanwhile, have concentrated on the effects of Indonesia's democratisation 

on regional integration and, in particular, on ASEAN cohesion and its 

                                                   

5 The bulk of the literature is, rather, focussed on the relationship between democratisation 

and internal stability or the foreign policy environment and whether it facilitate or militates 

against successful democratisation within a state. See for example, Juan J. Linz and Alfred 

Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America and 

Post-Communist Europe (Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996); 

Larry Diamond, 'The Democratic Rollback: resurgence of the predatory state', Foreign Affairs, 

87, no. 2 (2008): 36-48; Henry S. Farber and Joaane Gowa, 'Polities and Peace', in Debating the 

Democratic Peace, eds. Michael Brown, Sean M. Lynne-Jones and Steven E. Miller (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 1996), 239-262). In addition there is a large volume of literature on the domestic 

sources of foreign policy as represented by public opinion, economic forces, the media and 

legislatures. See for example, Peter J. Katzenstein, 'International relations and domestic 

structures: Foreign economic policies of advanced industrial states', International Organization, 

30, no. 1 (Winter 1976): 1-45; Peter Gourevitch, 'The second image reversed: the international 

sources of domestic politics', International Organization, 32, no. 4 (Autumn 1978): 818-92. 

Andrew Moravcsik, 'Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal Theory of International Politics', 

International Organization, 51, no. 4 (Autumn 1997): 513-53; Christopher Hill, The Changing 

Politics of Foreign Policy (Hampshire, UK: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003). 
6 See for example, Jurgen Ruland, 'Deepening ASEAN cooperation through democratisation? 

The Indonesian legislature and foreign policy making', International Relations of the Asia Pacific, 

9, no.3 (2009): 373-402; Jorn Dosch, 'The Impact of Democratisation on the Making of Foreign 

Policy in Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines', Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 5 

(2006): 42-70; Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 'The Impact of Domestic and Asian Regional Changes on 

Indonesian Foreign Policy', Southeast Asian Affairs 2010, no.1 (2010):126-41; Iis Gindarsah, 

'Democracy and Foreign Policy Making in Indonesia: A Case Study of the Iranian Nuclear 

Issue, 2007-2008', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 34, no. 3 (2012):416-437. 
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traditional sovereignty-based norms. For the most part, the literature has 

completely ignored the effects of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign 

ministry, the principal institutional actor responsible for foreign policy 

formulation and conduct of Indonesia's diplomacy. Moreover, the effect of 

Indonesia's democratic transition on key bilateral relationships has received 

sparse treatment. 7 

This thesis seeks to fill the gap by examining four detailed case studies 

covering the impact of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign ministry and 

on Indonesia's approach to its bilateral and multilateral relationships in the 

Asia-Pacific – China, ASEAN and Australia. I argue that the role of 

Indonesia's foreign ministry is important because it is has transformed itself 

into an entrepreneur of new ideas and foreign policy practices. Similarly, the 

changing basis of regime legitimacy has had important implications for 

Indonesia's bilateral relations with China and Australia, constrained 

previously by the New Order's authoritarian political structures and ideology. 

Aware of the extant scholarship regarding the effects of Indonesia's 

democratisation on Southeast Asian regionalism, this thesis will approach the 

topic by examining the political functions behind Indonesia's regional 

democratisation agenda. 

Significance of the Research 

The significance of this research lies both in its contribution to the empirical 

research on Indonesia's foreign policy and to broader theoretical analyses of 

                                                   

7 Notable exceptions include Anne Marie Murphy, 'Democratization and Indonesia’s Foreign 

Policy: Implications for the United States', Asia Policy, 13 (January 2012): 83-111; Priyambudi 

Sulistiyanto, 'Indonesia-Australia Relations in the Era of Democracy: The View from the 

Indonesian Side', Australian Journal of Political Science, 45, no. 1 (2010): 117-32; Rizal Sukma, 

'Indonesia-China Relations: The Politics of Re-engagement',  Asian Survey, 49, no. 4 

(July/August 2009): 591-608. 



21 

 

the causal effects of democratisation on foreign policy. Firstly, there is a 

recognised dearth of scholarship on Indonesia's foreign policy and 

particularly its processes and actors, which this thesis seeks to ameliorate. 

Secondly, if there is something qualitatively different about the foreign 

policies of democracies, as democratic peace theory suggest, then the 

Indonesian case holds potential value in illustrating its demonstrative effects.8  

This thesis draws on and seeks to contribute to an extant conceptual, rather 

than theoretical framework, for explaining Indonesia's foreign policy. 

Although the study is not atheoretical, drawing on elements of realist, liberal 

institutionalist and constructivist scholarship, it resists a specific theoretical 

straitjacket, which would presuppose the emphases and conclusions of the 

research. Over the last decade, there has been growing criticism from areas 

studies experts and IR scholars, such as David Kang, Barry Buzan and Amitav 

Acharya, of the limitations of Western theoretical paradigms in explaining 

Southeast Asian political phenomena.9 Paruedee Nguitragool, writing about 

Western and non-Western perspectives on foreign policy, argued that 

'ambiguities occur when one seeks to interpret Indonesia's foreign relations 

and policy from a single theoretical perspective'. Such ambiguities, she 

argued, 'arise from the rigidity and binary contrast between political realism 

and liberal idealism in IR as well as the limited interest in the local history of 

ideas'.10  

                                                   

8 Democratic peace theory contends that democracies are less likely to go to war with one 

another and will generally pursue peaceful foreign policies. See Zeev Maoz and Bruce 

Russett, ' Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace, 1946-1986', The American 

Political Science Review, 87, no.3 (September, 1993): 624-38.  
9 Amitav Acarya and Barry Buzan, eds., Non-Western International Theory: Perspectives on and 

Beyond Asia (London and New York: Routledge, 2010); David Kang, 'Getting Asia Wrong: The 

Need for New Analytical Frameworks', International Security, 27, no.4 (2003): 57-85. 
10  Paruedee Nguitragool, 'God-King and Indonesia: Renegotiating Boundaries between 

Western and Non-Western Perspectives on Foreign Policy', Pacific Affairs, 85, no. 4 (December 
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Accepting that there are constraints in mainstream IR theory's ability to fully 

explain Indonesian political and ideational phenomena, this thesis will 

leverage off the broader conceptual frameworks developed by earlier, 

scholars such as Weinstein and Leifer to explain Indonesia's foreign policy. 

This thesis aims to determine whether such frameworks, which emphasise the 

marked impact of domestic politics on Indonesia's foreign policy, remain 

valid for interpreting Indonesia's foreign policy in the post-authoritarian 

context. It seeks to investigate, through specific case studies, the impact of 

democratisation, and the impact of democratic norms on Indonesia's foreign 

policy formulation and outcomes. In this sense, the thesis aims to analyse 

continuities as well as key disjunctures in Indonesia's foreign policy.  

Approach of the Thesis  

There are many different ways to approach a thesis investigating the impact 

of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign policy. Significant to Indonesia's 

democratisation process, for example, are non-state actors, newly-

emancipated by the political reforms which swept the country from 1998. An 

analysis of civil society organisations, the media and public opinion as foreign 

policy actors could have addressed what Andrew MacIntyre has described as 

the 'state-centric bias' inherent in Indonesia scholarship. 11  This thesis 

postulates, however, that the state apparatus, in this case Indonesia's foreign 

ministry, is an essential object of scholarly inquiry. Indonesia's foreign 

ministry, under the leadership of former foreign minister Hassan Wirajuda, 

was the central actor, indeed the architect, of many of the key changes in 

Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign policy. Similarly, a quantitative 

                                                                                                                                                  

2012): 742. 
11  Andrew MacIntyre cited in Simon Philpott, Rethinking Indonesia: Postcolonial Theory, 

Authoritarianism and Identity (Hampshire and London: MacMillan Press, 2000), 71. 
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methodological approach could have been employed to measure the impact 

of democratisation. A quantitative analysis of Indonesia's foreign policy as 

evidenced by its voting patterns at the UN on democracy and human rights, 

for example, could have revealed much about the influence of democratic 

values on Indonesia's foreign policy behaviour.  

Mindful, however, that a quantitative approach would not lend itself to a 

complex foreign policy study with strong ideational and perceptual elements, 

I have chosen a qualitative approach to investigate the research question 

through four case studies. First, I will examine the effects of the independent 

variable i.e., democratisation, on the ideational and institutional basis of 

Indonesia's foreign policy. This will be achieved, primarily, by examining the 

impact of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign ministry to demonstrate 

how democratisation has changed the ideational, organisational and 

regulatory structures that underpin Indonesia's foreign policy-making. The 

second dimension of Indonesia's foreign policy I address is focussed more on 

the outcomes of Indonesia's foreign policy in regional terms, within the Asia-

Pacific context. I explore the impact of Indonesia's democratic transition on its 

regional bilateral and multilateral diplomacy, by analysing Indonesia's 

relations with China, ASEAN and Australia in both the authoritarian and 

democratic eras.  The justification for my methodology and case study 

selection is discussed in detail in Chapter one. In addition to comparative case 

studies, the thesis also draws strongly on historical narrative to provide a 

more solid empirical basis for comparing changes between Indonesia's 

authoritarian and post-authoritarian foreign policies. 

The main arguments of this thesis are that the domestic context in which 
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Indonesia's foreign policy is framed has been transformed since reformasi.12 A 

conscious attempt has been made by policy-makers to internalise democratic 

values such as good governance and human rights into the ideational basis of 

Indonesia's foreign policy. Second, Indonesia's adoption of a democratic 

foreign policy discourse has served key functions in boosting the legitimacy 

of popularly-elected governments, repairing Indonesia's tarnished 

international image and augmenting more enduring foreign policy objectives 

based on regional leadership, strategic autonomy, and sovereignty-based 

concerns. In other words, key foreign policy-makers were motivated both by a 

genuine commitment to democratic values and an intrinsic understanding 

that the promotion of such values served Indonesia's national interests. In this 

sense, democratic values can be understood as an important enabling factor in 

Indonesia's foreign policy, rather than a fundamental determinant of it. This 

constitutes a key finding of the research borne out through the investigation 

of the four case studies. 

Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis will address the research problem in six chapters, commencing 

with a review of the scholarly literature on Indonesia's foreign policy. Chapter 

one examines key analytical concepts around weakness, entitlement, 

contested identity and domestic political competition in the literature and 

attempts to posit this research project in relation to these. This chapter will 

also look at the still limited, but growing, literature examining the effects of 

democratisation on Indonesia's foreign policy, including the pluralisation of 

Indonesia's foreign policy process, increasing executive accountability for 

                                                   

12  Reformasi, literally meaning 'reform' or 'reformation', is synonymous with Indonesia's 

democratisation process. It became the catch-cry of the mass protest movements, which 

increasingly mobilised against the Suharto regime in early 1998.  
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foreign policy decision-making and the broader implications of Indonesia's 

democratisation for Southeast Asian regional integration. It will attempt to 

contextualise the significance of this research project within the broader 

literature by demonstrating how key variables identified by earlier scholars, 

in particular weakness and entitlement, remain valid analytical tools for 

understanding Indonesia's foreign policy even in the contemporary 

democratic context.   

Chapter one concludes with an explanation of how the choice of four case 

studies pertaining to Indonesia's foreign ministry and its regional multilateral 

and bilateral diplomacy test the research hypothesis. The case studies are 

largely structured into two constituent parts to provide comparative context 

for Indonesia's foreign policy between the reformasi period and the political 

eras which preceded it. This structure is necessary because to attribute foreign 

policy changes to the independent variable, one must first understand 

Indonesia's foreign policy context prior to political liberalisation. 

Chapter two is a descriptive background study, providing the necessary 

historical context for understanding the subsequent case studies. This chapter 

is divided into two main sections. The first examines Indonesia's foreign 

policy during the Old Order (Orde Lama), the name given to the period 

spanning Indonesia's declaration of independence in August 1945 until the 

military's counter coup in October 1965. This chapter reveals how President 

Soekarno's implementation of a strongly presidential system after 1957 would 

have an increasingly deleterious effect on the making and outcomes of 

Indonesia's foreign policy. Despite Soekarno's conviction in the ideals of an 

independent foreign policy, he would come to increasingly use foreign policy 

as a tool for enhancing his own political legitimacy amidst dangerously 

polarised domestic political forces.  
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The second part of the chapter examines Indonesia's foreign policy under the 

leadership of former Army general, Suharto. It contends that, despite the 

military's political ascendancy, there were important ideational continuities in 

Indonesia's foreign policy between both political epochs. The ideological basis 

of the New Order and inherently conservative world views of senior Army 

officers, however, would result in a greater emphasis being placed on regional 

stability and aid, the latter in the form of economic and developmental 

assistance from Japan and Western states. By the late 1990s, growing 

opposition to the New Order's cronyism, corruption and political repression, 

combined with the effects of the Asian financial crisis, would destroy the 

legitimacy of the Suharto regime. The far-reaching effects of President 

Suharto's resignation from office in May 1998, moreover, would transform the 

domestic political context in which Indonesia's foreign policy was formulated.  

Indonesia's foreign ministry provides the focal point for chapter three. The 

chapter begins by briefly examining the effects of increasing ideological 

contest and revolutionary politics on Indonesia's foreign ministry (Deplu, 

Departemen Luar Negeri) and diplomacy by the end of the Old Order period. It 

then investigates the pervasive effects of the military's political ascendancy on 

Indonesia's foreign policy bureaucracy and on the broader ideational basis of 

Indonesia's foreign policy. The main section of the chapter examines the 

effects of Indonesia's democratisation on Indonesia's foreign ministry and the 

role of reformasi-era foreign minister Hassan Wirajuda, in particular, as an 

entrepreneur of new ideas and organisational reforms. The chapter argues 

that Indonesia's political liberalisation has had an emancipatory effect on the 

ideational and institutional basis of Indonesia's foreign policy-making, 

enabling greater agency by civilian, reformist-minded bureaucrats to shape a 

new foreign policy agenda and reform the organisational machinery 
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underpinning it.   

Chapter four argues that domestic political and ideological factors in 

Indonesia served to constrain closer Indonesia-China relations despite the 

normalisation of diplomatic ties in 1990. The chapter evaluates the impact of 

Indonesia's democratisation on the ideological, institutional and policy 

foundations of Indonesia's China policy, arguing that it was during the Wahid 

presidency between 1999 and 2001 that Indonesia's basic paradigmatic 

approach to the Chinese shifted.  This chapter provides an overview of the 

contemporary relationship, explaining increasing foreign policy convergence, 

the nascent, yet expanding defence relationship, and the significance of 

increasing economic interdependence between Indonesia and China. The 

chapter concludes by arguing that democratisation has engendered a strong 

degree of domestic policy consensus with respect to China and facilitated an 

increasing convergence of national policy interests.  It concludes that 

Indonesia's contemporary relationship with China can be understood as 

essentially dyadic in nature. Democratisation provided bilateral relations with 

a significant fillip, yet Indonesia's strategy through ASEAN – predicated upon 

managing China's peaceful integration into the regional order – has remained 

essentially constant since the mid-1990s. 

The effects of Indonesia's democratisation appear to have had the most 

marked impact on its relations with ASEAN. Chapter five examines how 

ASEAN emerged as a vital instrument of Indonesia's foreign policy following 

its inception in 1967, serving as the principal vehicle for the expression of 

Indonesia's de facto leadership in Southeast Asia and for managing the 

influence of extra-regional powers. As Indonesia emerged from the upheaval 

engendered by the Asian financial crisis and sweeping political reforms, 

democratic norms increasingly began to permeate its foreign policy discourse.  
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The greater contestability and plurality of Indonesia's foreign policy milieu 

resulted in the emergence of a new and more activist foreign policy 

community – legislators, human rights activists,  CSOs – who looked to 

democratic progress in ASEAN as a yardstick for Indonesia's own democratic 

credentials. But there were limits to the extent that Indonesia could shape 

ASEAN in accordance with national political conceptions. This chapter argues 

that Indonesia's normative zeal obscured important continuities in its ASEAN 

policy and that Indonesia's promotion of a strategic democratisation agenda 

in ASEAN was, in many ways, merely a new way of achieving old objectives.  

The final case study, presented in chapter six, investigates the impact of 

democratisation on Indonesia's relations with Australia, an important case 

study based on the proximity of two states that remain markedly different in 

cultural and political terms. The first part of the chapter explores the basis of 

persistent and largely negative constructs in Indonesia-Australia relations. It 

demonstrates how many of the perceptual foundations of the relationship, 

constructed by developments in the first two decades of the post-World War 

II period, have proved surprisingly resilient despite Indonesia's regime 

change. The second section explores how Indonesia's reformasi process both 

coincided with, and was the catalyst for, a series of dramatic developments in 

Indonesia. A series of shocks and disjunctures combined with internal 

political changes within Indonesia to result in a more resilient and expansive 

government-to-government relationship, but a relationship nonetheless still 

vulnerable to difference and broader contestation within both states.  The 

chapter contends that shared democratic values hold only partial explanatory 

value with respect to understanding contemporary Indonesia-Australia 

relations. The ongoing potential for Papua to derail bilateral relations, 

illustrates both the power of Indonesia's sovereignty-based norms and the 
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national vulnerabilities borne from historical experience.
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CHAPTER 1. 

INDONESIA'S FOREIGN POLICY: A CONCEPTUAL 

FRAMEWORK 

The influence of domestic politics and the political functions foreign policy 

serves in the Indonesian context lies at the heart of much of the academic 

analysis of Indonesian foreign policy. Although the influence of domestic 

politics on foreign policy is not unique to Indonesia, the high degree to which 

domestic politics has shaped Indonesian foreign policy has been described as 

'striking'. 1  Given the remarkable domestic political changes that have 

impacted on Indonesia since Suharto's political demise in May 1998, it is 

timely to evaluate whether the conceptual frameworks employed previously 

by scholars remain valid for understanding Indonesia's foreign policy in the 

contemporary context.  

This chapter examines the extent to which Indonesia's democratic transition 

and, in particular, the promotion of democratic norms in its foreign policy, 

warrants changes to the conceptual framework developed by previous 

scholars or demands new interpretations of Indonesia's foreign policy. This 

chapter will locate the thesis within the extant academic scholarship by first 

examining the key arguments and analytical devices used by earlier scholars 

to interpret Indonesia's foreign policy behaviour. It seeks to evaluate whether 

                                                   

1  Rizal Sukma, argued that domestic politics has always been, and will continue to be, the 

primary driving force of Indonesian foreign policy, see Rizal Sukma, Islam in Indonesian 

Foreign Policy: Domestic Weakness and the Dilemma of Dual Identity  (London: Routledge Curzon, 

2003), 8, 80.   
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key determinants identified in the literature remain valid for interpreting 

Indonesia's foreign policy in the democratic context. 

The chapter begins by highlighting the relative dearth of scholarship on 

Indonesia's foreign policy and differentiates between the macro and micro 

studies. The organisational logic for the chapter is centred on four key 

determinants evident in the literature: weakness, entitlement, contested 

identity and domestic political competition. It proceeds with an analysis of 

the earlier, classic studies of Indonesia's foreign policy, which made a 

significant intellectual contribution to later scholars. It then focusses on the 

key variables and explanatory devices found in the literature examining 

Indonesia's foreign policy in the contemporary context.  It concludes by 

defining the research project in relation to this extant literature. 

Defining Variables, Key Terms 

In this thesis, I have used the term democratisation to denote the transition of 

a state from authoritarian rule to a democratic political system. For the 

purposes of this thesis, I have borrowed from American political scientist, 

Samuel Huntington's definition of democracy. Huntington argued that 

democracy, at a minimal level, should be defined by the conduct of elections, 

as 'open, free and fair'. This was the inescapable sine qua non of democracy, 

'the essence', argued Huntington.2 Huntington used the term "authoritarian" 

to describe all non-democratic systems, acknowledging there were a plethora 

of different authoritarian political systems – oligarchies, absolute monarchies, 

military dictatorships, fascist and communist regimes – that had little in 

                                                   

2 Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman 

and London: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 9. 
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common, apart from their negative characteristic of having an absence of 

electoral competition or widespread voting participation.3 Clearly, Indonesia 

meets the prerequisites of Huntington's definition of an electoral democracy 

or what other scholars have defined as a 'procedural democracy'.4 But, as this 

thesis recognises, there is a fundamental distinction between liberalism and 

democracy. 'It was possible', as Francis Fukuyama argued, 'for a country to be 

democratic without being liberal, that is, without protecting the rights of 

individuals and minorities'.5  

This distinction is particularly pertinent in Indonesia's case. Indonesia's 

promotes democratic values in its foreign policy, whilst failing to adequately 

protect fundamental political and civil rights at home; a paradox which the 

thesis will subsequently address. Cognisant of these internal contradictions, I 

have consciously avoided using the term 'liberal democracy', accepting it as a 

largely inaccurate and erroneous label to describe Indonesia's contemporary 

political system. My position contrasts with some of the diplomatic and 

international economic narratives about Indonesia, but concurs with much of 

the scholarship, far more critical about aspects of Indonesia's democracy.  

Indeed, democratisation, connotes a process rather than an end state. In 

Indonesia's case, there is a broad consensus both within the country and 

within the scholarship that the nation is still consolidating its democratic 

reforms and that this path is neither linear nor complete. What was ' emerging 

                                                   

3 Ibid., 12-13. 
4  Loh distinguishes between procedural democracy characterised by electoralism, and 

participatory democracy which emphasises the rights, interests, perspectives and 

involvement of civil society. See Francis Kok Wah LOH, 'Procedural democracy, participatory 

democracy and regional networking: the multi-terrain struggle for democracy in Southeast 

Asia', Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 9, no.1 (2008): 127-41.  
5 Fukuyama, The End of History And The Last Man (New York and London: Penguin Books, 

1992), 42. 
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as victorious', as Fukuyama argued with respect to the broader international 

context, 'was not so much liberal practice, as the liberal idea'.6 In Indonesia's 

case too, this is true. As an analysis of Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign 

policy reveals, it is the liberal idea, rather than the practice of liberal 

democracy domestically, which has driven an emphasis on democratic values 

(democracy, good governance and human rights ), above liberal values 

(inalienable rights and freedoms) in Indonesia's foreign policy during the 

post-authoritarian period. In this sense, I have tended to refer to Indonesia's 

promotion of 'democratic' rather than 'liberal' values throughout the thesis.  

The promotion of a democratic agenda in Indonesia's foreign policy, has also 

served key political and strategic functions, including the enhancement of 

political legitimacy. Legitimacy is, in fact, an integral concept to this thesis, 

and thus requires more precise definition. As Fukuyama noted, 'even 

authoritarian governments could not rule by force alone, but were dependent 

on supporters' belief in a ruler's 'legitimate authority'.7  He further contended 

that 'all regimes capable of effective action must be based on some principle of 

legitimacy'.8  This principle was true for the authoritarian, military-backed 

regime of President Suharto.  The New Order regime was dependent on its 

survival on respect for the legitimate authority of Suharto, particularly from 

members of his power base in the military and New Order political elites. 

And, despite common assumptions that legitimacy is not important to 

coercive authoritarian regimes, the thesis will reveal that Indonesia's foreign 

policy was not an entirely uncontested policy space during the New Order 

and that Suharto was mindful of questions of political legitimacy in foreign 

                                                   

6 Ibid, 47. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Fukuyama, The End of History, 15. 
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policy decision-making. In the post-authoritarian period, political legitimacy 

is derived largely from popular support for a government's election mandate 

as evidenced in Indonesia's first direct presidential elections, which brought 

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono to power in 2004 and then again in 2009. This 

thesis argues that an emphasis on democratic norms in foreign policy served 

key political functions in building and maintaining the legitimacy not only of 

Indonesia's democratically-elected governments, but the nation's political 

reform process as a whole.   

With respect to defining foreign policy, I have used the term 'foreign policy' to 

connote both foreign policy process and outcomes.  In this, it differs slightly 

from the definition inherent in similar foreign policy studies, which 

distinguish between foreign policy as the 'dimension of public policy that 

deals with the outside world' and foreign relations, as 'the outcome of the 

foreign policy process'.9  In this thesis the concept of Indonesia's foreign policy 

is defined as government policy concerned with Indonesia's foreign relations, 

including its formulation process and outcomes. Similarly, the thesis when 

referring to 'Indonesia's foreign policy', does so, cognisant of the fact that 

foreign policy is neither an uncontested or homogenous area of government 

policy in Indonesia, but is increasingly subject to a diversity of views and 

plurality of actors.  Notwithstanding, references to 'Indonesia's foreign policy' 

throughout this thesis imply the dominant views of the state, in this case the 

executive, unless otherwise specified. 

                                                   

9  Allan Gyngell and Michael Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, 2nd ed. (London: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007), 8. 
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The Analytical Framework 

There is a plethora of political science and area studies literature written 

about Indonesia's domestic politics, but much less specific attention is given 

to Indonesia's foreign policy. One American observer of Indonesia's foreign 

policy, commenting on the paucity of literature during the Suharto New 

Order period, wrote that 'there was … less written about Indonesian foreign 

policy because there was less to write about'.10 Leo Suryadinata, a renowned 

Indonesian political scholar based at Nanyang Technological University, 

categorised 'the few books' written on Indonesian foreign policy into macro 

and micro studies; the macro studies focussing on Indonesia's foreign policy 

in a holistic sense and the micro studies concentrating on specific case studies 

or aspects of Indonesia's foreign policy.11  

The earlier macro studies of Indonesia's foreign policy are perhaps best 

represented in works by Franklin B. Weinstein and Michael Leifer. 

Weinstein's seminal book, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of 

Dependence: Sukarno to Soeharto, and Leifer's authoritative text, Indonesia's 

foreign policy, published in 1976 and 1983 respectively, have contributed a 

significant intellectual legacy to later Indonesian scholars such as Dewi 

                                                   

10  Gordon R Hein quoted in Rizal Sukma, ‘The Evolution of Indonesia’s Foreign Policy: An 

Indonesian View’, Asian Survey, 35, no. 3 (March 1995): 304.  
11  See introduction of Leo Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto: Aspiring to 

International Leadership, (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1996), 1. ANU academic, Jamie 

Mackie, wrote about Indonesia’s ‘Confrontation’ with Malaysia, see J.A.C. Mackie, 

Konfrontasi: The Indonesia-Malaysia Dispute, 1963-1966 (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University 

Press, 1974); Dewi Fortuna Anwar wrote about ASEAN in Indonesia’s foreign policy. See 

Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism (Singapore: Institute 

of Southeast Asian Studies, 1994); Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung, Indonesian foreign minister 

(Aug 1955-Mar 1956) wrote one of the key macro accounts of Indonesia's foreign policy 

during the Old Order period. See Twenty Years of Indonesian Foreign Policy 1945-1965 (The 

Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1973).  
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Fortuna Anwar and Rizal Sukma.12 

The Inadequacy of Western Interpretations 

Some of the earlier works on Indonesian foreign policy written by Weinstein 

Jon Reinhardt and Howard Warshawsky, for example, were written in 

response to what authors perceived as the inadequacies of Western political 

analysis of the foreign policy of emerging post-colonial states.13 Weinstein 

argued against a characterisation of the foreign policy of charismatic leaders 

in developing states as 'a kind of pathology – irrational, idiosyncratic – and 

somehow removed from the nation's internal political processes'.14 Similarly, 

Reinhardt talked about the inapplicability of political and sociological 

concepts derived from Western experience to Indonesia and suggested that it 

was 'misleading to attempt an explanation of Indonesia's period of militantly 

nationalistic foreign policy…in terms of a diversion from its economic 

troubles or as a deviation from …the "normal"… part taken in the 

"development" of a "modern" nation'.15 

                                                   

12  Rizal Sukma is one of Indonesia’s leading foreign policy and security scholars and has 

written many authoritative works since the 1990s, including monographs: Islam in Indonesian 

Foreign Policy and Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled Relationship (London: 

Routledge, 1999). Dewi Fortuna Anwar is a highly influential Indonesian foreign policy 

advisor and academic, who serves currently as Deputy Secretary for Political Affairs to 

Indonesia's Vice President.  
13   See Jon M. Reinhardt, Foreign Policy and National Integration: The Case of Indonesia, 

Monograph Series no. 17, (New Haven: Yale University Southeast Asia Studies, 1971); 

Howard Warshawsky, From Confrontation to Cooperation: The Influence of Domestic Forces on 

Indonesian Foreign Policy (PhD thesis, University of Virginia, 1974); Franklin B. Weinstein, 

Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence: from Sukarno to Soeharto (Ithaca, New 

York: Cornell University Press, 1976). 
14   Reinhardt, Foreign Policy and National Integration, 21-22. Weinstein talked about the 

‘inclination among political scientists to stress the personal ambitions, leadership 

idiosyncracies and ideologies, was paralleled by a propensity in the press to apply such 

adjectives as “mercurial”, “irrational” and “erratic” to the foreign policies of less developed 

countries’. Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 22.  
15  Reinhardt., Ibid., iii.  
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Reinhardt and Weinstein argued for a more balanced understanding of the 

difficult dilemmas faced by underdeveloped states and to see their foreign 

policies as a response to internal political and economic conditions. Both 

authors highlighted the importance of domestic politics, including domestic 

political competition as a key determinant of Indonesia's foreign policy 

behaviour. Weinstein proposed a hypothesis to explain the interplay of 

variables that determined whether Indonesia's foreign policy would be more 

oriented to securing aid or preserving independence: 

Where the foreign policy elite of an undeveloped country perceives the 

world as hostile, intense political competition will lead the country 

towards a foreign policy that puts independence first, while a less 

competitive situation will permit a policy that accords priority to the 

search for aid.16 

Weinstein viewed Indonesia's foreign policy as the manifestation of difficult 

choices between aid and independence, specifically, 'how much dependence 

on outside assistance should be accepted and how much foreign control 

tolerated'. 17   It was the intersection of this aid-independence 'dichotomy' 

within the domestic political context that Weinstein saw as the key 

determinant of Indonesia's foreign policy. 18  In the Indonesian context 

Weinstein characterised independence as self-respect. 'It was the ability of 

Jakarta to determine its own policies… and not have their fate dictated by 

foreign forces'.19 Weinstein highlighted the importance of domestic political 

competition on the aid-independence dilemma and identified three uses of 

foreign policy in Indonesia – independence, development and political 

                                                   

16  Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 357.  
17  Ibid., 28.  
18  I have called it a ‘dichotomy’ but Weinstein stressed that aid and independence were not 

necessarily oppositional and could even be complementary. Weinstein explained that aid was 

necessary for economic development and development a means of giving substance to 

independence. Ibid., 30. 
19  Ibid.  
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competition.20   

Weakness  

Weinstein's analysis of the political uses of foreign policy was underpinned 

by what he characterised as a prevailing sense of 'weakness' felt by 

Indonesians. This theme of weakness is pervasive throughout the literature 

and is principally explained by three factors: Firstly, the structural inequalities 

of the international system, which made post-colonial states such as Indonesia 

dependent on external assistance. Secondly, the contested basis of the 

Indonesian state and polarised nature of its domestic politics, and thirdly, 

Indonesia's geo-strategic location and covetous natural resources, which made 

it vulnerable to external interference.  

The characterisation of Indonesian elite perceptions of the outside world as 

'hostile' was based on comprehensive field interviews with Indonesia's 

foreign policy elites conducted in the early 1970s.21 Hostility, nationalism and 

xenophobia in Indonesian elite perceptions were discussed by a range of 

Indonesian foreign policy scholars and usually interpreted as an expression of 

weakness.22 Leifer characterised Indonesia's sense of weakness as an innate 

                                                   

20  Weinstein argued that these three uses of foreign policy are central to the thinking of the 

Indonesian elites. See Franklin B. Weinstein, ‘The Uses of Foreign Policy in Indonesia: An 

Approach to the Analysis of Foreign Policy in the Less Developed Countries’, World Politics, 

24, no. 3 (April 1972): 366.  
21  For an explanation of Weinstein’s methodology in relation to attitudinal data, refer to 

Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 36-39. For a contemporary 

account of elite perceptions, see Daniel Novotny, Torn between American and China: Elite 

Perceptions and Indonesian Foreign Policy (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 

2010). 
22  For an idea of Indonesian elite perceptions of the outside world see Weinstein, Indonesian 

Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, chapter 3; Weinstein, 'The Indonesian Elite's 

View of the World and the Foreign Policy of Development', Indonesia, no. 12 (October 1971): 

97-131; For an interesting insight into enduring xenophobic and nationalist sentiment in 

Indonesia see Rizal Sukma, ‘Indonesia and the tsunami: responses and foreign policy 
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'vulnerability', particularly 'to any conjunction between internal dissension 

and external interference'.23 

The early years of the Indonesian Republic were marked by a fluid party 

political system and deep divisions along ethnic and ideological lines.  The 

sprawling archipelagic character of the new state fostered centrifugal political 

tendencies exemplified by distinctions between abangan and santri Muslims 

and the pressures of political Islam played out in Indonesian domestic and 

foreign policy.24  Religious divisions were partly a product of the Java-outer 

island divide and the varying degrees to which Islam and its mercantile 

characteristics had penetrated Indonesia's islands. 25  Faced with a divisive 

political atmosphere exacerbated by Cold War ideological divisions, 

Indonesia's foreign policy framework represented something of a compromise 

between competing domestic political forces.  

Indonesia's sense of vulnerability can be understood in the context of intense 

political contest, manifested in a series of internal subversive movements, 

such as the Darul Islam insurgency (1949 to 1965), the 1948 Madiun communist 

uprising and a serious of secessionist rebellions led by regional military 

commanders in the outer islands during the late 1950s.26 Indonesian leaders 

had genuine reason to be concerned about external interference as it was 

found that secessionist rebels had received support from the United States, 

                                                                                                                                                  

implications’, Australian Journal of International Affairs, 60, no. 2 (June 2006): 213-28. 
23 Michael Leifer, Indonesia's foreign policy (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), 174.  
24  Suryadinata,  Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 14-15 
25  Reinhardt, Foreign Policy and National Integration, 7-10.  
26  For details of the 1948 Madiun communist revolt see Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 20-21.  

For insights into the protracted 14 year Darul Islam insurgency of West Java, and the 1958 

Sulawesi Permesta and Sumatran-based PRRI rebellions conducted by disaffected military 

elements, see R. E. Elson, Suharto: A Political Biography (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2001), 66-68.  
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Malaya, Australia and the Philippines.27  Formal recognition of independence 

in December 1949, additionally, left the territorial aspirations of the 

Indonesian republic unmet. Continued Dutch sovereignty over West Irian 

after 1949, was an unacceptable state of affairs for Indonesia which had fought 

for an independent state, encompassing all of the former Netherlands East 

Indies.  

Entitlement 

Indonesia's experience of the outside world as a hostile place and its 

consequent sense of vulnerability have been discussed widely in the 

literature. Oddly perhaps, analysts noted that Indonesia's sense of 

vulnerability was coupled with a feeling of 'entitlement' in international 

affairs, particularly within Southeast Asia.  Much of the literature on 

Indonesia's foreign policy has discussed Indonesia's regional leadership 

aspirations and sense of 'primus inter pares' within the Southeast Asia sub-

region. Leifer characterised entitlement and vulnerability as paradoxical 

features of Indonesia's foreign policy. He argued that although Indonesia was 

a weak state, it possessed a strong sense of regional entitlement based on 

pride in its revolutionary achievement, size of population, land and maritime 

dimensions, natural resources and strategic location.28  

One of the most insightful accounts of Indonesia's conceptions of its regional 

role in Southeast Asia can be found in Dewi Fortuna Anwar's book Indonesia 

in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism. Although Anwar did not 

characterise regional entitlement vis-à-vis vulnerability as a paradox so much 

                                                   

27
  Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 71-73.   

28  Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 173. Indonesia is the world's largest archipelagic state 

comprised of more than 17,000 islands and is rich in natural resources such as oil, timber, 

gold, copper, and LNG. 
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(possibly due to the fact that Anwar had a different perspective as an indigene 

foreign policy analyst), Indonesia's conceptualisation of ASEAN and its place 

in it are detailed at length. Anwar, however, refuted hegemonic or overt 

leadership aspirations as attributed to Indonesia's regional foreign policy by 

other analysts, including Leifer and Warshawsky, arguing that Indonesia 

sought a 'voluntary recognition' by other countries of its primus inter pares 

status.29  

Anwar's study revealed that a concomitant sense of regional entitlement and 

sense of vulnerability were not necessarily contradictory elements of 

Indonesia's foreign policy. The reasons explaining Indonesia's sense of 

regional entitlement have been referred to already, but derived also from 

Indonesia's pre-colonial history and the sense that the modern state of 

Indonesia was heir to the great Sriwijaya and Majapahit kingdoms.30 Indeed 

before independence, peninsular Malaya, the British territories on Borneo, 

East Timor were considered for possible inclusion in the republic's territorial 

parameters by nationalist leaders such as Soekarno.31  

                                                   

29  See Anwar’s refutation of Leifer’s claims that Indonesia wanted to lead ASEAN, in Anwar, 

Indonesia in ASEAN, 221–222. Anwar argued that rather than consciously using ASEAN as a 

means to advance its regional hegemonic or leadership ambitions, the New Order leadership 

instead aimed at achieving regional stature through a voluntary recognition of Indonesia’s 

intrinsic merit by other countries in the region. Also see generally Ralf Emmers, ‘Regional 

Hegemonies and the Exercise of Power in Southeast Asia’, Asian Survey, 45, no. 4 (Jul-Aug 

2005): 645–65. Emmers argued that Indonesia has mostly pursued its regional hegemony 

through ‘benevolent’ or soft power means. Chapter five examines the nature of Indonesia's 

leadership in ASEAN in more detail. 
30 Regarding Indonesia’s historical claims and fears of irredentism by its neighbours see 

Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 6-8. For a good explanation of 

Indonesia’s pre-colonial conceptions of state and regional cultural pre-eminence see 

Reinhardt, ‘Foreign Policy and National Integration, 12-18  
31  Mohammad Hatta, a moderate, secular nationalist leader and the Indonesia’s first Vice 

President, opposed the idea arguing that to include territory beyond the Dutch East Indies 

would create the impression that Indonesia was imperialistic. See Suryadinata, Ibid., 6.  
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Contested Identity and the Domestic Political Context 

The choice of Pancasila, which was neither secular nor theocratic, as the 

ideological basis of the Indonesian state can be viewed as an attempt at 

compromise between Indonesia's secular nationalists mindful of the need for 

a national ideology which could unite Indonesia's highly pluralistic society 

and the Islamists who desired an Indonesian state based on Islam. 32 Similarly, 

Indonesia's bebas-aktif (independent and active) foreign policy doctrine was 

not just an articulation of Indonesia's posture for an international audience, 

but also an attempt to balance Indonesia's foreign policy outlook between 

competing domestic political forces. Conservative Muslims, secular 

nationalists, and the growing Indonesian communist movement all had a 

stake in Indonesia's international political affiliations.  

The 'constructed' and hence inherently fragile nature of the modern 

Indonesian state was analysed in-depth by historian Robert Elson, who 

compared Indonesia to similarly constructed states such as Italy, Siam and the 

United States.33 Revealing the lack of internal consensus about Indonesia's 

identity, Elson described eighty years of modern Indonesian history as one of 

'successive efforts … to delineate, define and implant a broadly acceptable 

sense of what 'being Indonesian' might mean'. 34  Similarly, Warshawsky 

                                                   

32  The ideological basis of the Indonesian state, Pancasila, as formulated by Soekarno, consists 

of the following five principles: 1) Belief in one God; 2) Just and civilised humanity, 3) The 

unity of Indonesia, 4) Democracy (guided by the inner wisdom in the unanimity arising out 

of deliberations amongst representatives); 5) Social Justice for all Indonesians. The ‘Djakarta 

Charter’ was an original stipulation in the draft constitution that Muslims adhere to shariah 

law. On the 18th August, the day after Indonesia’s declaration of independence, the shariah 

clause was removed from both the preamble and the body of the constitution, along with the 

provision that the president must be Muslim. See Sukma, Islam in Indonesian Foreign Policy, 19-

20.  
33 R. E. Elson, The Idea of Indonesia: A History (London: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 316. 
34 Ibid. 
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contended that 'the desire to forge a national unity and identity from a 

pluralist society wracked by internal and intertwined cleavages had been the 

basic goal of the Indonesians since 1945'.35 Within this contested atmosphere, 

the impact of domestic politics on foreign policy was more apparent. The lack 

of consensus about the identity of the Indonesian state in its modern form 

played out in contests over foreign policy.  

The contested identity of the Indonesian state, as expressed through the 

Islamic dimension of Indonesia's foreign policy, was examined in a book by 

Rizal Sukma. His book Islam in Indonesian Foreign Policy represents one of the 

few recent substantive works on Indonesia's foreign policy and spans 

developments during Soekarno's Old Order (Orde Lama) up until the 

presidency of Soekarno's daughter, Megawati, which commenced in July 

2001. Drawing on Weinstein's weakness argument, Sukma argues that the 

condition of internal weakness and the dilemma of state identity, served as 

constraints on Indonesia's foreign policy.  

The dilemma of state identity referred to by Sukma was Indonesia's 'dual' 

identity (being a majority Muslim state that was neither Islamic nor secular) 

and he examined how this Islamic dimension has played out in Indonesia's 

foreign policy.36 He argued that Indonesian governments were faced with a 

delicate balancing act between the need to overcome domestic weakness 

through international (largely Western support) on the one hand, and the 

necessity to recognise Islamic voices on the other. Sukma explored issues of 

political legitimacy to illustrate how Islam in Indonesia's foreign policy has 

                                                   

35 Warshawsky, From Confrontation to Cooperation, 43. 
36

  The Pancasila ideological basis of the state reflects Indonesia’s religious pluralism and the 

constitution originally recognised five religions – Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Protestantism 

and Roman Catholicism.  Confucianism was added under the presidency of Abdurrahman 

Wahid in 2000. 
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been used as a tool to serve the priorities and interests of the state and 

regime.37  

The centrality of domestic politics as a determinant of Indonesia's foreign 

policy behaviour was reinforced repeatedly in the academic literature on 

Indonesia by both Western and Indonesian academics. Many authors 

(Weinstein, Reinhardt, Leifer, Warshawsky, Sukma) identified it as a key 

determinant. The underlying argument is that foreign policy, rather than 

being somehow removed from domestic politics and focussed on external 

diplomatic concerns, is the direct expression of contests in the domestic 

political sphere. Although the literature recognised that foreign policy could 

serve several purposes, its utility for enhancing political legitimacy in the 

domestic political context has been a recurring theme in the macro studies of 

Indonesian foreign policy.   

An overview of the literature reveals that the analytical framework for 

interpreting Indonesian foreign policy first developed by scholars such as 

Weinstein and Leifer is an enduring one.  Indonesia's conceptions of both its 

inherent weakness and entitlement in the international system have been key 

determinants of Indonesia's foreign policy behaviour. Due to Indonesia's 

complex domestic political environment, the use of foreign policy to build 

and maintain political legitimacy has been a pervasive characteristic of 

Indonesian governments, albeit manifested in different forms and to different 

degrees across political epochs.  

Although less marked than Soekarno's coercive foreign policy style of the 

                                                   

37  It is important to note, as Suryadinata pointed out, that Islamic solidarity is neither the 

basis for, nor the major consideration in Jakarta’s foreign policy, see Suryadinata, Indonesia’s 

Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 219-292; Sukma, Islam in Indonesia’s Foreign Policy, 140-143.  
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early 1960s, the New Order too harnessed diplomacy for the purposes of 

political legitimacy. Indeed, a number of scholars, including Leifer, saw key 

continuities in Indonesia's foreign policy between the Old and New Orders, 

despite the military's political ascendancy and crushing of political 

opposition. It is important to note, however, that the authoritarian and 

repressive nature of Indonesia's New Order regime did not render it 

completely immune to the opinion of its domestic constituencies and 

particularly when there was contestation among sections of Indonesia's 

political elite.  

Gordon Hein, for example, contradicted assertions that New Order foreign 

policy was the preserve of a small group of elites, arguing there was a 

surprisingly wide array of individuals, organisations and institutions 

involved in the foreign policy process. According to Hein, foreign policy was 

a more open and partisan policy area when compared with domestic policy, 

precisely because the government allowed more leeway for critical discussion 

in the foreign policy field than domestic politics. Hein explained the reasons 

for this were that domestic political issues were closer to the heart of the 

regime and therefore subject to greater control. 38  In a similar vein, 

Warshawsky postulated that 'the state's legitimacy is more easily asserted 

through its foreign policy than through its domestic politics, and it is more 

apparent when performing on the international than the national stage'.39 

In his authoritative 1999 study of Indonesia-China relations, Sukma discussed 

the protracted nature of the pro-normalisation versus anti-normalisation 

debates about diplomatic relations with China. He argued with respect to 

                                                   

38  See Gordon Hein, Soeharto’s foreign policy: Second-generation nationalism in Indonesia 

(Berkeley: University of California, PhD dissertation, 1986), 99-100. 
39 Warshawsky, From Confrontation to Cooperation, 69.  
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Indonesia's 23 year freeze on diplomatic relations that diplomatic relations (or 

in this instance the withholding of such), performed not only an external, but 

also a domestic function in promoting the New Order's political legitimacy.40  

Such legitimacy was, in Indonesia's first two decades, Sukma argued, 

predicated upon stability for development. The regime's perpetuation of the 

triangular threat posed by mainland China, the PKI (Partai Komunis Indonesia, 

Indonesian Communist Party) and Indonesia's ethnic Chinese population, 

served to shore up the legitimacy of the New Order regime as a guarantor of 

national stability.41 In this sense, regime legitimacy continued as an important 

foreign policy determinant. The need for political legitimacy imposed 

constraints on Indonesia's foreign policy, even in the authoritarian era, albeit 

to a lesser degree in comparison to either the 1950s parliamentary democracy 

or post-authoritarian periods. 

The Post-Authoritarian Literature 

There are familiar themes in the contemporary literature with some of the 

earlier scholarship. Jörn Dosch lamented the lack of academic research on the 

actors involved and the process of foreign policymaking, including the role of 

parliaments and societal forces. He contended that the study of foreign affairs 

in Southeast Asia had 'been regarded and analysed as an isolated policy area, 

separated from the structures and dynamics of the respective political 

systems.42  In addition, he argued that politics in Indonesia was characterised 

                                                   

40 Rizal Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled Relationship. 100.  

41 Ibid. 

42 Jörn Dosch, 'The Impact of Democratisation on the Making of Foreign Policy in Indonesia, 

Thailand and the Philippines', Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 5 (2006): 47.  
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by a distinct inter-relationship between foreign policy and domestic politics.43   

Although earlier Western scholars such as Weinstein, Reinhardt, Warshawsky 

and Leifer analysed Indonesia's foreign policy in the context of Indonesia's 

domestic political system, Hein, like Dosch, claimed that the actors and 

process involved in Indonesia's foreign policy making were strangely absent 

in the literature.44  This was perhaps a reflection of Suharto's absolute veto 

over foreign policy decisions and a reflection more broadly of the opaque 

nature of foreign policy-making and authority under the New Order. 

Indonesian scholars Anwar, Sukma and Suryadinata did go some way, 

however, to explaining the respective roles of the military-intelligence 

apparatus, think-tanks and the civilian foreign ministry in their works. 45 

In his study on the impact of democratisation on foreign policy-making in 

Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines, Dosch drew on Robert Putnam's 

'two-level game' analysis as his principal analytical tool bridging the domestic 

and international divide to demonstrate that the requirement for governments 

to satisfy both domestic constituencies and international actors imposes 

constraints on foreign policy behaviour.46 For Dosch, regime accountability 

was a crucial variable in determining and implementing foreign policy goals. 

Democratisation increases regime accountability and as a result restricts the 

                                                   

43 Ibid., 50. 
44 Hein, Soeharto's foreign policy, 99-100.Anwar and Suryadinata in fact, did identify some of 

the key government and non-government actors involved in Indonesia’s foreign policy-

making, chief among these of course being President Suharto, the Indonesian military, the 

civilian Department of Foreign Affairs and the Centre for Strategic and International Studies, 

(CSIS Jakarta). Hein is right however, on process. A survey of some of the key texts reveals 

very little about how the policy-making process actually worked or indeed works in Jakarta. 
45 See Anwar, Indonesia and ASEAN, 33-37; Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled 

Relationship, 78-84; and Suryadinata, Indonesia's Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 37-45.  
46 Dosch, 'The Impact of Democratisation on the Making of Foreign Policy in Indonesia, 

Thailand and the Philippines', 45. 
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regime's leeway in determining and implementing foreign policy goals. 47 

With respect to Indonesia specifically,  Dosch argued that the foreign policy of 

the Suharto government could be described as a blocked two-level game, 

because structural factors, both formal and informal, prevented as far as 

possible, the participation of actors other than the president and a very small 

group of political elites.48 Although Dosch's assertion is true in the broad 

sense, studies by Hein and Sukma reveal there were still areas of foreign 

policy contestation and a diversity of foreign policy actors during the 

authoritarian period.49   

Although there is a degree of continuity in many of the key actors involved in 

Indonesia's foreign policy making, such as the president, the civilian foreign 

ministry, the Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS Jakarta), 

economic technocrats and the military, the key changes from the authoritarian 

Suharto period to the reformasi period are the increasing oversight role of the 

DPR, and growing societal input into foreign policy issues through civil 

society organisations, public opinion and the media. Dosch explained the 

growing de facto veto power of the DPR vis-à-vis the executive over 

controversial foreign policy issues as typical of institutional power struggles 

in democratic transitions where newly democratised legislatures try to 

enhance their authority over foreign policy. In democratic Indonesia, the DPR 

and broader societal forces can be seen to be exercising a check on executive 

foreign policy decisions. 'While the conduct of foreign policy was almost free 

of domestic constraints in an authoritarian regime, in a democracy foreign 

policy choices are linked to their perceived effect on the decision-makers 

                                                   

47 Tong Whan Park, Dae-Won Ko and Kyu-Ryoon Kim cited in Dosch, Ibid., 46. 
48 Dosch, Ibid., 50. 
49 Hein, Soeharto's foreign policy, 99-100; Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled 

Relationship. 
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political standing…'50 

Other contemporary analysts have interpreted post-New Order foreign policy 

through a more rigidly theoretical lens looking at international pressure and 

political legitimacy as two key variables influencing Indonesia's foreign policy 

in the democratic context. Kai He writing in the International Relations of the 

Asia-Pacific journal in 2008, for example, asserted that neoclassical realism, 

which incorporates elements of classical realism and structural realism, best 

mediates the connection between the international system and state 

behaviour. 51 The author draws on political legitimacy during democratisation 

as an intervening variable to connect international pressure and state 

behaviour and borrows from Samuel Huntington, to describe Indonesia as a 

'transplacement' type of democratic transition, which was achieved by 

cooperation between the old regime and opposition groups.52  

He argued that international pressure and political legitimacy influenced the 

variation in foreign policy choices between the Habibie, Wahid and Megawati 

presidencies, arguing that 'states would compromise in deeds when political 

legitimacy was low and international pressure high' and conversely, 'seek to 

balance internally when political legitimacy is high and international pressure 

is low'. 53  The efficacy of He's model is undermined, however, by his 

admission that the international system-state behaviour model omits other 

important variables such as political leaders personalities and the role of other 

                                                   

50 Ibid., 67. 
51 Kai He, 'Indonesia’s foreign policy after Soeharto: international pressure, democratisation, 

and policy change', International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, 8, no. 1 (2007): 49. 
52 He draws heavily on Samuel Huntington’s 1991 analysis of democratic transitions from the 

The Third Wave. See Ibid., 52-53.   
53 Ibid., 54. 
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actors in explaining foreign policy decisions. 54 For example, He attributes 

President Habibie's decision to hold an independence-autonomy referendum 

in East Timor in 1999 to Habibie's low political legitimacy and high 

international pressure from the West: 'Habibie had no alternative to 

compromise and finally give up Indonesia's sovereign claim over East 

Timor'.55 Although low political legitimacy and international pressure were 

factors in Habibie's referendum decision, a number of analysts have also 

recognised Habibie's idiosyncratic personality style as one of the key factors 

behind a hasty policy shift which lacked both broader elite and popular 

support.56  

As democratic transitions have occurred in the Philippines, Thailand and 

Indonesia, analysts have increasingly looked for the causal link between 

democratisation and regional integration, specifically,  how democratisation 

of key member states, such as Indonesia, may bring about fundamental 

changes in ASEAN's sovereignty-based norms. The optimism of some 

analysts regarding democracy as a transformative agent for ASEAN is, 

however, tempered by deeper analysis of the dynamics of Indonesian foreign 

policy-making. Jurgen Ruland, for example, argued that: 

 Indonesian democratisation is not necessarily a driving factor for a deepening of 

regional cooperation … and that legislators – and accordingly the Indonesian 

government – localise the democracy concept by framing it within a neo-nationalist 

                                                   

54 Ibid., 69. 
55 Ibid., 68-69.  
56 Don Greenlees and Robert Garran, Deliverance: The Inside Story of East Timor's Fight for 

Freedom (Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2002), xii; Marcus Mietzner, 'The ambivalence of 

weak legitimacy: Habibie's interregnum revisited', Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs, 

42, no.2 (2008): 1-33. 
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agenda.57  

Ruland used the example of the DPR pursuing national self-interest before 

ASEAN cooperation in examples such as the Ambalat maritime territorial 

dispute and the ASEAN Transnational Haze Pollution Agreement to refute 

determinist arguments by liberal institutionalists and constructivists that 

democratisation would deepen regional integration. 58 Ruland explored the 

interplay between democratic norms with more enduring ideational aspects 

of Indonesia's foreign policy, to demonstrate how 'European ideational 

imports' have been localised within extant 'foreign policy doctrine and 

practices'.59 In a similar vein, Lee Jones contended that the underlying socio-

economic power structures in Indonesia, and more broadly Southeast Asia, 

were largely 'unfavourable to liberal or participatory policy-making', despite 

the presence of democratic institutions.60  

                                                   

57 Jurgen Ruland,'Deepening ASEAN cooperation through democratisation? The Indonesian 

legislature and foreign policy making', International Relations of the Asia Pacific, 9 (2009): 396. 
58 Ibid., 397; 389-390.  In 2005 Indonesia and Malaysia were involved in naval skirmishes over 

East Ambalat, an oil rich block of territorial maritime space in the Sulawesi Sea.  Tensions 

over Ambalat were preceded by Indonesia's loss of Sipidan and Ligitan Islands off East 

Kalimantan to Malaysia in an International Court of Justice ruling in 2002. A binding 

agreement on tackling regional haze pollution problems, largely caused by forest burning in 

Sumatra and Kalimantan, was signed by the Megawati government in 2002. The Agreement 

met with stiff opposition in Indonesia’s DPR who argued that the DPR should only ratify the 

bill if ASEAN members agreed to cooperate in combating illegal logging.  After much debate 

the DPR unanimously refused to ratify the agreement. After haze pollution affected the 

region again in 2013, the government announced it would ratify the AATHP in early 2014. 'RI 

shows goodwill to tackle haze pollution', The Jakarta Post, July, 26, 2013, 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2013/07/26/ri-shows-goodwill-tackle-future-haze-

pollution.html. 
59  Jurgen Ruland, 'Constructing Regionalism Domestically: Local Actors and Foreign 

Policymaking in Newly Democratised Indonesia', Foreign Policy Analysis, (2013): 19. Ruland 

draws on Amitav Acharya's work see 'How Ideas Spread: Whose Norms Matter? Norm 

Localisation and Institutional Change in Asian Regionalism', International Organisation, 58, 

no.2 (2004); 239-75; and Whose Ideas Matter, Agency and Power in Asian Regionalism, (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2009). 
60 Lee Jones, 'Democratisation and foreign policy in Southeast Asia: the case of the ASEAN 

Inter-Parliamentary Myanmar Caucus', Cambridge Review of International Affairs, 22, no.3 
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Meanwhile, Donald K Emmerson contended that democratisation posed a 

real challenge to ASEAN cohesion and particularly regional elite's sense of 

ASEAN-based community. Democratisation may have 'frayed the cooperative 

identity of regional elites', particularly democratisation in Indonesia, which 

has incorporated non-elites into public life'.61 In an article exploring whether 

ASEAN could be considered a pluralistic security community and the causal 

links between community and security in ASEAN, Emmerson discussed the 

effect of democratisation on ASEAN contending that it was 'no longer purely 

a leader's club' and that in democracies 'mass views matter more and regional 

security is less the prerogative of transnational elites'.62  

Emmerson predicted that democratisation might increasingly erode the sense 

of cooperative community felt by ASEAN leaders and noted with respect to 

2005 tensions between Indonesia and Malaysia over Ambalat, that although 

senior official elites had ruled out state violence, heated protests, intense 

media criticism and voices outside government in Jakarta had expressed 

frustration with ASEAN's failure to defuse tensions.63  Emmerson foresaw a 

situation where increasing democratisation of the region's polities would 

undermine ASEAN's credibility in the eyes of Southeast Asians more broadly, 

increasing public criticism of the organisation, particularly over its inability to 

defuse intramural bilateral crises.  Emmerson also pointed generally to 

Indonesia's willingness to challenge the traditionally inter-governmental basis 

of ASEAN engagement and ASEAN normative commitments with respect to 

sovereignty and non-intervention.   

                                                                                                                                                  

(September 2009): 388  
61 Donald K Emmerson, 'Security, Community, and Democracy in Southeast Asia: Analyzing 

ASEAN', Japanese Journal of Political Science, 6, no.2 (2005): 165.  
62 Ibid., 175.  
63 Ibid. 
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Despite instances where Indonesia's legislature has placed neo-nationalist 

interests above consensus in ASEAN,  Ruland also illustrated the importance 

of the DPR 'in tandem with the epistemic community' in promoting 

democracy and human rights as core norms of Indonesia's foreign policy and 

in its interactions with ASEAN members.. 64  In an analysis of DPR 

proceedings, Ruland revealed that the legislature exercised an important 

accountability function over the government, ensuring a principled policy 

approach to issues such as human rights and democratisation. 65 In contrast, 

Ann Marie Murphy revealed that DPR members did not always behave in an 

enlightened or responsible manner in exerting their accountability function 

over the executive.66  

What Kind of Democracy?  

To the extent that Indonesia is a proselytising democracy67 in its vigorous 

promotion of democratic values in ASEAN agreements and institutions as 

outlined above, it is necessary to examine the nature of Indonesia's 

contemporary democracy. The literature recognises that Indonesia's 

democratic transition remains an ongoing process and is far from linear or 

perfect.68  Ruland cautioned that Indonesia's democracy and foreign policy 

                                                   

64 Ruland, 'Deepening ASEAN cooperation through democratisation?', 396.  
65 Ibid. 
66 Murphy reveals how Iranian officials directly lobbied DPR members and funded their trips 

to Iran, following the executive's decision to support a 2007 UNSC resolution imposing 

sanctions on Iran's nuclear program. See Ann Marie Murphy, 'Democratization and 

Indonesia’s Foreign Policy: Implications for the United States', Asia Policy, 13 (January 2012): 

103. 
67 Term used by LSE foreign policy scholar, Christopher Hill. Hill contended that democracies 

may be non-intervening or proselytising. This distinction was made in terms of what extent 

democracies are as constitutional or ‘respectful’ of law in their external relations as they are in 

their internal affairs. See Christopher Hill, The Changing Politics of Foreign Policy (Hampshire, 

UK: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 236.  
68 Marcus Mietzner, 'Indonesia's democratic stagnation: anti-reformist elites and resilient civil 
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process were far from perfect and that Indonesia risked a paralysis of its 

foreign policy, increasing isolation in ASEAN and an attrition of trust from its 

partners who may attribute Indonesia's leadership in democratic norms – it's 

new normative leadership – as a ruse for building regional hegemony.69 Some 

analysts contend that Indonesia is now in a post-reformasi era under President 

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, in which it is consolidating its democratic 

reforms.70  

Emmerson described Indonesia as 'the least undemocratic state in Southeast 

Asia'.71 This characterisation reveals the challenges of enhancing democratic 

consolidation in a state which continues to be affected by patronage politics 

and endemic corruption, most worryingly in the judiciary, legislature and 

police force.  Despite this, Indonesia has been very successful in overseeing a 

relatively smooth transition from an authoritarian to democratic political 

system. Political reform has transformed Indonesia from a hegemonic one-

party system to a multiparty constitutional democracy. The 1945 Indonesian 

constitution, which traditionally provided for a strong presidential system, 

has undergone four stages of amendments since 1999, which have 

reconfigured power away from the executive to the legislative and judicial 

arms of government, established a constitutional court and new regional 

                                                                                                                                                  

society', Democratization, 19, no. 2 (April 2012): 209-29; Damien Kingsbury, 'Two Steps 

Forward, One Step Back: Indonesia's arduous path of reform' (Australian Strategic Policy 

Institute Strategy, ASPI , January 2012); 1-48; Greg Fealy, 'Indonesian politics in 2011: 

democratic regression and Yudhoyono's regal incumbency', Bulletin of Indonesian Economic 

Studies, 47, no.3 (2011): 333-53. 
69  Ruland, 'Deepening ASEAN cooperation through democratisation?', 399.  
70 Post-reformasi term used by some Indonesian intellectuals to define post-2004 period of 

democratic consolidation. 
71 Donald K. Emmerson, 'Indonesia’s New Horizons: Education, Regionalism, and Foreign 

Policy' (presented at Indonesia 2025: Geopolitical and Security Challenges seminar, convened 

in connection with the inauguration of the Indonesian Defense University, Jakarta, March 11, 

2009) 

http://www.setneg.go.id/index.php?option+com_content&task+view&id+3608&Itemid+26  

http://www.setneg.go.id/index.php?option+com_content&task+view&id+3608&Itemid+26
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legislature, instituted direct presidential elections with fixed five-year terms, 

and significantly enhanced human rights provisions.72  

But despite impressive constitutional and legislative reforms, Huntington's 

'transplacement' type democratic transition in Indonesia has provided for a 

cartelised party political system and combative dynamics between the 

presidency, the multiparty cabinet and the legislature. 73   Harold Crouch 

described political fragmentation in both the cabinet and legislature as one of 

the fundamental weaknesses of Indonesia's political system. 74  Successive 

Indonesian parliaments' struggle with the executive has been described as an 

'ongoing zero-sum game for political power not only in legislative-executive 

relations, but also between competing political parties'.75 

On first analysis, there appear strong parallels in Indonesia's contemporary 

domestic political context with the parliamentary democracy period of the 

1950s, which saw a rapid rise and fall of cabinets and marked polarisation 

between the main parties. But Indonesia political scholars such as Marcus 

Mietzner have drawn on Italian political scientist Giovanni Sartori's notion of 

centrifugal versus centripetal party systems to identify a 'paradigmatic 

difference between Indonesia's contemporary polity and that of the 1950s'.76 

Mietzner argued that the existence of strong centrist parties in Indonesia's 

                                                   

72 See generally Jimly Asshiddiqie, Konstitusi dan Konstitusionalisme Indonesia [Indonesia's 

Constitution and Constitutionalism], (Jakarta: Konstitusi Press, 2005). 
73  Huntington described a ‘transplacement’ type of democratic transition as one which 

involved some negotiation — explicit or implicit, overt or covert — between government and 

opposition groups. See Samuel Hungtington, The Third Wave, 114. 
74 Dewi Fortuna Anwar and Harold Crouch, Indonesia: Foreign Policy and Domestic Politics, 

(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2003), 14.  
75 Jorn Dosch, 'The Impact of Democratisation on the Making of Foreign Policy in Indonesia, 

Thailand and the Philippines', 57.  
76 Marcus Mietzner, 'Comparing Indonesia’s party systems of the 1950s and the post-Suharto 

era: From centrifugal to centripetal inter-party competition', Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 

39, no.3 (2008): 443. 
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contemporary democracy act as a centripetal, rather than centrifugal force, 

bringing other parties from the fringe (principally political Islam in the 

absence of any left-wing parties) to the centre if they want to participate in 

government as coalition partners. Mietzner also highlighted the low 

reputation and legitimacy of Indonesia's political parties using Transparency 

International polling to reveal that 'a majority of Indonesians viewed the 

parties as their country's most corrupt group of political actors, followed by 

the parliament'.77  

The problem of Indonesia's political party system for accountability and 

governance was examined by a number of scholars of contemporary 

Indonesian politics including Dan Slater. Slater drew on work by Richard 

Katz and Peter Mair to argue that 'the article of faith among proponents of 

democracy – that elections force politicians to compete for support – is 

undermined by the emergence of cartels that stifle competition'. 78  Slater 

examined party cartels and presidential power following Indonesia's 

democratic transition and argued that the cartelisation of Indonesia's political 

parties is effectively stifling opposition and accountability. Slater contended 

that two main parties, Golkar (Partai Golongan Karya, Party of Functional 

Groups), and PDI-P (Partai Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan, Indonesian 

Democratic Party of Struggle), served as 'institutional vehicles for elites to 

capture power and patronage' and that both parties use the 'spoils of office' – 

namely cabinet ministries and seats on parliamentary committees – to co-opt 

all significant political parties into an expansive party cartel.79  

                                                   

77 Ibid., 441  
78 Dan Slater, Accountability Trap: Party Cartes and Presidential Power After Democratic 

Transition', Indonesia, 78, (October 2004): 65.  
79 Ibid. SBY's Democrat Party (Partai Demokrat) is no exception in this having been embroiled 

in a series of corruption scandals. See Joe Cochrane, 'Graft Forces Indonesian President to 
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Indonesia's post-authoritarian political system has variously described it as a 

collusive, patrimonial or illiberal in the scholarship. Douglas Webber 

contends that although Indonesia approximates the ideal type of 

'consolidated democracy' – successful free and fair elections, peaceful 

transition from incumbent to opposition, freedom of the press,  considerable 

political freedoms for its citizens – the strength and pervasiveness of 

patrimonial norms and practices has survived the transition from 

authoritarian to democratic politics. 80 Webber's characterisation of Indonesia 

as a 'consolidated patrimonial democracy' is based on the fact that holders of 

public offices continue to exploit their positions primarily for personal rather 

than universalistic ends.81  

Understanding the dynamics of Indonesia's democratic transition through a 

structural analysis based on reconstituted elite oligarchies has been refuted to 

some extent by Paul Carnegie. Focusing on the importance of agency, 

Carnegie drew on William Liddle's analysis to argue that was more useful to 

understand democratisation in 'terms of the interplay between political action 

(human actors) and institutions… and to ask whether the interplay begins to 

undermine oligarchic dominance democratically or reinscribes it'.82  

Carnegie agreed that Indonesia's democracy exhibited patrimonial tendencies 

but argued that their causal primacy in shaping institutions was contestable.83 

                                                                                                                                                  

Take Party Helm', The New York Times, April 1, 2013, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/02/world/asia/graft-forces-indonesian-president-

yudhoyono-to-take-party-helm.html?pagewanted=all 
80  Douglas Webber, 'A Consolidated Patrimonial Democracy?: Democratisation in Post-

Suharto Indonesia', Democratization, 13, no. 3 (2006): 2. 
81 Ibid. 

82  Paul. J. Carnegie. 'Democratisation and Decentralisation in Post-Soeharto Indonesia: 

Understanding Transition Dynamics', Pacific Affairs, 81, no. 4 (2008/2009): 517.  

83 Ibid., 517.  



58 

 

He asserted that the 'tactical' decision by former President Habibie to devolve 

political and fiscal responsibility to the provincial (propinsi), district 

(kabupaten) and (kota) municipal level as well the establishment of a Regional 

Representatives Council (DPD, Dewan Perwakilan Daerah), challenged 

oligarchic power configurations and provided for improved representation.  

Vedi Hadiz writing in 2004 was highly critical of Indonesia's so-called 

transition to liberal democratic rule and argued that instead an illiberal form 

of democracy was already entrenched, grounded in the logic of money 

politics and political violence. Hadiz argued that the New Order elites were 

simply reconstituted and that the 'military was bent on ensuring that its 

political and economic power were safeguarded within the newly 

democratised terrain'.84  

It is true that in recent years, human rights violations in Indonesia have begun 

to erode its reputation as a successful model of a post-authoritarian polity.  

Rising religious violence and persecution of minorities has attracted not only 

the attention of international rights bodies, but also that of scholars exploring 

the limits of Indonesia's democratic consolidation. Kikue Hamayotsu, for 

example, attributed the declining influence of liberal segments of civil society 

and increasing religious intolerance to the rise of conservative religious 

politicians and the limited access by liberals to traditional political and 

religious institutions.85 A range of Australian scholars, including Mietzner, 

concluded that although Indonesia deserved the 'predicate of an electoral 

democracy', its democratic progress had been marked by 'stagnation and 

                                                   

84 Vedi R. Hadiz, 'The Rise of Neo-Third Worldism? The Indonesian Trajectory and the 

consolidation of illiberal democracy,' Third World Quarterly, 25, no. 1 (2004): 64.  
85  Kikue Hamayotsu, 'The Limits of Civil Society in Democratic Indonesia, Journal of 

Contemporary Asia, (2013): 17.  
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regress'.86  

The Weakness of Indonesia as Democratic Exemplar  

The nature of Indonesian democracy, variously described as patrimonial, 

collusive and illiberal, reveals the inherent paradox in Indonesia's post-

authoritarian foreign policy. Indonesia's projection of itself as a regional 

democratic exemplar is inconsistent with the illiberal nature of its domestic 

political context. Contemporary scholars have explained this in a number of 

ways, although there is still limited literature focussing on this fundamental 

incongruity within Indonesia's foreign policy. 

Drawing strongly on Weinstein's analysis, which identified weakness as a key 

determinant of foreign policy, Sukma characterised the flaws in Indonesia's 

contemporary democracy – corruption, terrorism, communal tensions, weak 

law-enforcement, growing religious intolerance – as 'domestic weakness'.87 He 

argued that domestic weakness exerted a powerful constraining influence on 

Indonesia's foreign policy. For Sukma, Indonesia's contemporary weakness 

had less to do with structural inequalities in the international system as 

contained in Weinstein or Reinhardt's post-colonial analysis and more to do 

with Indonesia's internal governance challenges. Delving beneath the veneer 

of Indonesia's regional democratic discourse, Sukma argued that Indonesia 

was engaged in rhetorical democracy 'projection' rather than actual 

promotion. 88  Ben Reilly, meanwhile, postulated that Asian governments, 

including Indonesia's, were engaged in a kind of 'post-modern democracy 

                                                   

86 Mietzner, 'Indonesia's democratic stagnation', 210; Kingsbury, 'Two Steps Forward, One 

Step Back, 1-48; Fealy, 'Indonesian politics in 2011, 333-53. 
87 Rizal Sukma, ''Do New Democracies Support Democracy?: Indonesia Finds a New Voice', 

Journal of Democracy, 22, no. 4 (October 2011): 118.  
88 For examples of Sukma's domestic weakness argument, see Ibid., 122.  
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promotion', in which states 'appropriate the language and symbolism of 

democracy, but drain the concept of its critical content'.89 

Defining Research Project within Existing Literature 

An analysis of Indonesia's foreign policy over the decades since independence 

reveals that the key variables identified by earlier scholars like Weinstein and 

Leifer remain valid, even in the democratic context. There are many aspect of 

Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy, which the case studies will 

subsequently demonstrate, which can be interpreted as a response to 

domestic weakness or an inherent sense of vulnerability. Conversely, 

Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign policy, specifically with respect to 

ASEAN, can also be explained in terms of a strong sense of regional 

entitlement. And although there is a popular international policy, rather than 

scholarly, narrative about Indonesia's emerging power status, Indonesia still 

seeks to compensate for domestic weakness through its foreign policy. 

The post-colonial construct of scholars such as Weinstein, Reinhardt and 

Warshawsky (the latter who characterised Indonesia as an 'emergent state'), 

clearly have their limitations in describing Indonesia's contemporary foreign 

policy context. But the issue is not so much a refutation of weakness as a key 

determinant of Indonesia's foreign policy, but more the requirement to 

reconceptualise weakness congruent with Indonesia's contemporary context, 

which Sukma in particular, has achieved.   

In international relations, Indonesia is no longer considered a 'weak state', but 

more a middle power of growing significance in the Asia-Pacific region. Yet, 

                                                   

89 Benjamin Reilly cited in Kelley Currie, 'Mirage or Reality? Asia's Emerging Human Rights 

and Democracy Architecture' (Project 2049 Institute, December 2010), 5.  
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the scholarship has revealed that Indonesia's sense of weakness is based on 

more than material factors, it is something deeply rooted in elite self-

conceptions.90 As both earlier and contemporary surveys of elite perceptions 

demonstrate, Indonesians remain intensely nationalistic and to a degree even 

xenophobic, a fact which continues to shape foreign policy.  Indeed, 

Weinstein's aid-independence model, defined by 'how much outside 

assistance should be accepted and how much foreign control tolerated, still 

resonates within Indonesia today both with respect to foreign policy issues 

and in more general critiques of neo-liberalism and foreign ownership.  

Today, Indonesian political science and foreign policy scholars define 

Indonesia's weakness in terms of its internal governance challenges – 

corruption, poor infrastructure, relatively low education levels, weak law 

enforcement and growing religious intolerance. Indonesia's enduring sense of 

vulnerability, moreover, is still defined by the need to defend the borders of a 

vast archipelago of more than 17,000 islands and in the contested identity of 

the Indonesian state, manifested in ongoing separatist sentiment in Aceh and 

Papua, combined with Islamic extremism. Indonesia's paradoxical sense of 

entitlement, meanwhile, is expressed through its aspiration for a more 

consequential role in international affairs and its desire to remain the 

principal arbiter of the Southeast Asian regional order. 

Given Indonesia's complex domestic political environment characterised by 

ongoing challenges to the legitimacy of the state and the pluralistic nature of 

Indonesian society, the use of foreign policy to build and maintain political 

legitimacy has been a pervasive characteristic of Indonesian governments, 

                                                   

90 Linda Quayle drew on the English School's social recognition of great powers to make this 

point. See Linda Quayle, 'Power and Paradox: Indonesia and the 'English School' concept of 

great powers', International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, 13 (2013): 306-10.  



62 

 

albeit expressed in different forms and to different degrees between political 

epochs. Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign policy reflects the need of the 

president and foreign policy executive to be responsive, and to be seen to be 

responsive, to a diversity of views in the democratic polity in order to gain 

legitimacy for its domestic and international policy agenda. This thesis will 

reveal how Indonesia's pursuit of a democratic foreign policy agenda has 

served key domestic political functions in consolidating democratic gains and 

boosting the legitimacy of democratically-elected governments. In this sense, 

the thesis continues the approach taken by earlier scholars, who explained 

Indonesia's foreign policy chiefly in terms of the political functions it served.   

Although analysts may vary with respect to the importance of domestic level 

determinants vis-à-vis international influences on Indonesia's foreign policy, 

implicit in the contemporary scholarship is the argument that democratisation 

has increased the executive's accountability for foreign policy decision-

making and as a corollary to this, restricted its control. Many of the scholars 

examined here have argued that democratisation results in more constraints 

over foreign policy decision-making and that this has inserted an element of 

unpredictability and inefficiency in foreign policy decisions, by virtue of the 

plurality of actors involved.  Conversely, some of the literature acknowledges 

the agency of new foreign policy actors, including the DPR, who championed 

democracy, good governance and human rights as integral norms in 

Indonesian foreign policy. Although this thesis will focus on Indonesia's 

foreign ministry as the principal institutional foreign policy actor, it will go 

some way to ameliorating the absence of both actors and process in scholarly 

analysis, as noted by both Hein and Dosch. And although the DPR is not a 

principal object of inquiry for this thesis, the research will reveal how the DPR 

has been both an important agent of democratic change on one hand and an 
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obstructionist actor to enlightened foreign policy-making on the other . Such a 

contradiction, this thesis argues, points to the importance of individual actors 

as norm entrepreneurs. In Indonesia's case, it was the disposition of key 

individuals such as Foreign Minister Wirajuda, and a number of key 

intellectuals, legislators and representatives of civil society organisations, who 

drove an emphasis on democratic values in Indonesia's foreign policy.  

Analysis of the academic literature on Indonesia's democracy reveals that 

although democratisation has changed aspects of Indonesia's national self-

conception, it has not fundamentally reformed Indonesia's political culture.  

Indonesia has sought to portray itself as a champion of democracy to the 

Southeast Asian region and international community, but internal governance 

and leadership remain challenged by a collusive and patrimonial political 

culture, rooted in the authoritarian New Order. Democracy is a new and 

significant part of Indonesia's identity which it wishes to project 

internationally, but as the scholarship demonstrates, Indonesia remains 

constrained by the weakness of its domestic political culture.   

In analysing Islam in Indonesia's foreign policy, Sukma argued that it had 

been used as a tool to serve the priorities and interests of the state and regime. 

This thesis argues that a similar case can be made with respect to democratic 

norms. Notwithstanding the conviction of individual actors, this thesis will 

reveal that Indonesia has pursued its democratic agenda in an often limited 

and discretionary context. In other words, democratic values can be 

understood as an important enabling factor, rather than fundamental 

determinant of Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy.  

Finally, this thesis seeks to add to the extant scholarship by demonstrating 

how foreign policy-makers have harnessed democratic norms to serve key 
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political functions in enhancing the legitimacy of democratic governments 

and in facilitating Indonesia's sense of entitlement in international affairs.  

Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy can be understood both as a mixture 

of genuine commitment to democratic values on the part of individual foreign 

policy-makers and a means by which the state apparatus can appropriate 

democratic norms to serve more enduring foreign policy functions. This thesis 

argues that democratisation has not changed the key determinants of 

Indonesia's foreign policy and that the conceptual framework established 

originally by Weinstein and Leifer is still a valid one. Although Indonesia 

appears less a weak state in the contemporary context and more the 

embodiment of an emerging power, its foreign policy remains both a means 

of ameliorating internal weakness and fulfilling aspirations to be 'a country of 

consequence'.91 In other words, democratisation has changed the form rather 

than the function of Indonesia's foreign policy.  

Case Study Selection/Methodology 

This thesis interrogates the research question through a process-tracing set of 

four key case studies demonstrating the impact of democratisation on 

Indonesia's foreign policy.  The thesis employs a qualitative research method, 

the type most frequently used in case study research. The advantage of a 

qualitative methodological approach lies in its ability 'to understand social 

action at greater richness and depth'.92 'The detailed and rich data offered by 

the well-crafted case study permit the analyst to develop a solid empirical 

basis for specific concepts and generalisations.93  

                                                   

91 Leifer, Indonesia's foreign policy, 38. 
92 Joe R. Feagin, Anthony M. Orum and Gideon Sjoberg, eds., A Case for the Case Study (Chapel 

Hill and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 7. 
93 Ibid., 7. 
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It is with this in mind that the research project draws strongly on historical 

narrative within both its case studies and in its background chapter (Chapter 

two), examining Indonesia's foreign policy during the Old and New Order 

periods. In order to measure the impact of democratisation on Indonesia's 

foreign policy, one must first understand Indonesia's foreign policy context in 

the periods that preceded reformasi and then subsequently trace the foreign 

policy shifts that have occurred since. The value of historical narrative thus 

lies in its ability to cast light on the research question and attribute causal 

links between democratisation and foreign policy vis-à-vis other factors. 

Adding also to the richness of other data sources, I conducted more than 

thirty interviews with representatives of Indonesia's foreign policy and 

security epistemic community, in Jakarta during three separate fieldwork 

trips between September 2011 and April 2013. Respondents were questioned 

in the context of one-on-one semi-structured interviews and asked a range of 

questions pertaining to the impact of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign 

policy with respect to four case studies focussed on the foreign ministry, and 

Indonesia's relations with China, ASEAN, and Australia, respectively. The 

respondents were comprised of retired senior diplomats, serving foreign 

ministry officials, policy advisors, retired military officers, academics, 

representatives of civil society organisations (CSOs), security sector reform 

analysts, think-tank scholars, journalists, retired ministers and former DPR 

members. The study was, in addition, assisted by countless informal 

conversations with Indonesian interlocutors.  

This thesis benefits also from the author's proficiency in Indonesian and as a 

result draws extensively on primary source Indonesian language documents, 

contributing to the originality and integrity of the thesis. Such texts include 

official foreign ministry histories, policy documents, ministerial and 
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departmental statements, press releases and various legislative and regulatory 

documents.  The project has drawn also on a range of secondary source 

Indonesian language material in media and scholarly analysis of Indonesian 

foreign policy issues.  

One of the challenges of conducting political science research on Indonesia is 

the relatively small amount of material published in peer-reviewed journals 

or monographs by Indonesian scholars themselves. The research project, as a 

result, draws more heavily than it would otherwise on Indonesian think-tank 

literature or broader scholarly work published by non-Indonesian scholars, 

many of them Australian, European or American in origin. In an attempt to 

avoid a degree of 'Westerncentrism', acknowledged as a constraint by some 

scholars in social science and IR theorisation, the thesis balances the 

scholarship with Indonesian language material and interviews with 

Indonesia's foreign policy epistemic community. 94 Where I have drawn on 

Indonesian language quotes or references in the thesis, I have included an 

English language translation in the body of my thesis and also within 

parentheses in the references and bibliography. In terms of English language 

secondary sources, the thesis has drawn on a wide range of materials ranging 

from journal articles, books, monographs, media analysis and to a limited 

extent 'grey literature' produced by policy think-tanks and international 

finance consulting firms, as appropriate. 

Cognisant of the dearth of academic research on the actors involved and the 

process of foreign policymaking, the impact of democratisation on Indonesia's 

foreign ministry was selected as the first case study. Much of the literature on 

                                                   

94 Paruedee Nguitragool, 'God-King and Indonesia: Renegotiating the Boundaries between 

Western and Non-Western Perspectives on Foreign Policy', Pacific Affairs, 85, no. 4 (December 

2012): 723-43. 
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Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy has completely ignored the foreign 

ministry as an agent of change. Similarly, broader theoretical analyses 

overlook the importance of individual foreign ministers as foreign policy 

actors. This thesis argues that Indonesia's foreign ministry, under Hassan 

Wirajuda, was the architect of many of the reformasi changes in Indonesia's 

foreign policy and, as such, deserves greater scholarly attention. The case 

study contends that the raft of reforms initiated and implemented under 

Wirajuda's leadership suggest that the individual agency of foreign ministers 

constitutes a key variable influencing key variable influencing the 

internalisation of democratic norms within foreign policy bureaucracies and 

their subsequent projection in a state's diplomacy.  

The selection of Indonesia-China relations as a case study in Chapter Four 

was considered both because of China's immense significance to the Asia-

Pacific region and the historical enmities between the two states. One can 

observe that in bilateral terms, Indonesia has grown closer to Beijing in the 

post-authoritarian period, but continues to hedge against China through 

multilateral means. China remains both a strategic concern and an economic 

opportunity for Indonesia.  A study into the causal effects of democratisation 

on improved relations will provide insights into how the changing basis of 

political legitimacy in Indonesia and the executive's appetite for policy 

renewal has had a catalysing effect on rapprochement with China. Indonesia's 

interactions with China also demonstrate the relative limits of Indonesia's 

external democratisation agenda. 

The impact of dramatic changes in Indonesia's domestic politics can be seen 

most markedly in Jakarta's post-authoritarian ASEAN policy, suggesting 

strong discontinuities with New Order foreign policy. This is the rationale for 

including a case study on Indonesia-ASEAN relations in the research project. 
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While, there is extant literature examining the nexus between Indonesia's 

democratisation and ASEAN integration, the literature has in general, tended 

to focus more on democratisation in Southeast Asia more broadly and its 

relationship to regional integration processes.  There is less scholarship 

exploring the functions of Indonesia's new normative agenda in ASEAN, with 

perhaps the exception of scholars such as Sukma and Anwar. Consequently, 

this chapter examines key changes in Indonesia's ASEAN policy, but also 

delves beneath the democratic discourse to reveal key continuities between 

the authoritarian and reformasi periods. The chapter argues that Indonesia's 

strategic democratisation agenda in ASEAN can, in many respects, be 

understood as a new way of achieving old objectives. Such objectives are 

predicated upon building regional resilience and maintaining a balance 

among external powers in the Southeast Asian sub-region. 

Finally, the selection of Indonesia-Australia relations as the final case study is 

a significant one in its potential to demonstrate the relative influence of 

democratic norms on Indonesia's foreign policy behaviour vis-à-vis other 

determinants. Indeed, the repressive and undemocratic nature of Indonesia's 

authoritarian regime juxtaposed against Australia's western liberal democracy 

appeared at the heart of a historically difficult relationship.  Chapter six 

examines how Indonesia's democratisation and particularly the shift in the 

loci of internal foreign policy authority helped stabilise relations, conferring 

greater equanimity to Jakarta's management of relations. Conversely, it 

reveals how democratisation has made relations with Australia increasingly 

subject to the broader contestation of Indonesia's legislature, media and 

public opinion. The assumption inherent in a study of the impact of 

democratisation on Indonesia-Australia relations is that a convergence of 

political systems will lead to a convergence of values. Closer analysis, 
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however, does not fully support this assumption and the chapter finds that 

there are key relationship determinants largely immune to regime type, which 

act as an impediment to closer relations. 
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CHAPTER 2. 

INDONESIA'S FOREIGN POLICY: OLD AND NEW 

ORDERS  

Old Order Foreign Policy 

One of the most valuable insights in Weinstein's study of Indonesia's foreign 

policy was his contention that the 'real importance of weakness was not that it 

places a state at the mercy of stronger powers, but rather that it dictates the 

chief concerns of the policymaker'.1  This chapter provides empirical context 

for the four subsequent case studies by examining what were the chief 

concerns of Indonesia's policy-makers as represented by the executive and 

why did Soekarno and Suharto, drawing on Weinstein's conceptual model, 

place different emphases on aid versus independence in their foreign policies.  

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first part examines Indonesia's 

foreign policy in the Orde Lama (Old Order) until the military's counter coup 

in October 1965. The Old Order period was neither synonymous with 

domestic political stability or continuity. By 1957, President Soekarno had 

effectively dispensed with Indonesia's problematic parliamentary democracy 

and implemented a more authoritarian system he termed Guided Democracy 

(Demokrasi Terpimpin), which saw the introduction of martial law, 

concentration of power in the executive and the increasing emasculation of 

the political parties. The shift to a strongly presidential system, as this chapter 

demonstrates, would have an increasingly deleterious effect on the making 

                                                   

1  Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence: from Sukarno to Soeharto 

(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1976), 27. 
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and outcomes of Indonesia's foreign policy. Although Soekarno's conviction 

in the ideals of an independent foreign policy – inspired by the principles of 

nationalism, anti-colonialism and the sovereign equality of states – was 

undeniably genuine, he came to increasingly use foreign policy as a tool for 

enhancing his own political legitimacy and engendering a sense of crisis, 

which could balance dangerously polarised domestic political forces. 

The second part of the chapter examines Indonesia's foreign policy during the 

Orde Baru (New Order) under the leadership of former Army General, 

Suharto until his resignation from office in May 1998. It contends that despite 

the military's political ascendancy there were important ideational 

continuities in Indonesia's foreign policy between both political epochs. 

Indonesia's Army officers were, like their civilian counterparts, the products 

of Indonesia's revolutionary independence struggle. But the ideological basis 

of the New Order and inherently conservative world views of senior Army 

officers resulted in a greater emphasis being placed on aid, in the form of 

Western economic and developmental assistance, as a foreign policy 

imperative.

In the first years following Indonesia's 1945 declaration of independence, the 

policy concerns of political leaders and diplomats were concentrated on 

securing international recognition for the new republic and diplomatic 

support for its armed struggle against successive Dutch military actions. In an 

existential fight for survival, the deep ideological and ethnic divisions which 

were a feature of Indonesia's heterogeneous society were in part suppressed, 

as nationalists waged a resistance campaign against former colonial power, 

the Netherlands, through armed and diplomatic struggle.  

In the international diplomatic arena meanwhile, post-war geo-political 
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developments were already impacting on support for Indonesia's 

decolonisation process. Indonesia's political leaders found their nationalist 

cause increasingly hostage to the strategic calculus of Cold War rivals, the 

Soviet Union and United States. It was only after non-communist leaders 

defeated an attempted PKI coup in Madiun (East Java) in September 1948, for 

example, that the US threw its weight behind the republican cause. 1  The PKI 

revolt had been endorsed by Moscow Radio, demonstrating the dangers of 

Soviet influence in one of Asia's largest and most strategically-located states. 

The Hatta government's victory over communist forces in 1948 both 

strengthened its domestic political position and secured greater support from 

Washington for the independence cause.2  

It was in this bipolar international environment that Indonesia's bebas-aktif 

(independent and active) foreign policy doctrine was first formulated.  In a 

1948 speech, titled 'Mendayung antara dua Karang' (Rowing between Two 

Reefs) Indonesian Prime Minister and former first Vice President, Mohammad 

Hatta, defined an independent foreign policy course in international affairs.3 

Hatta wrote: 

The Government is of the view that Indonesia should not become an 

'object' in the international political struggle. On the contrary, it should 

become a subject which has the right to make its own choices, that is to 

achieve complete independence…But this independence should be gained 

through self-confidence.4 

Indonesia's bebas-aktif doctrine was based on four key premises. First, the 

                                                   

1   Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism (Singapore: 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1994), 18.  
2 Leifer, Indonesia's foreign policy (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), 20-21.  
3  Hatta delivered his famous foreign policy speech, ‘Mendayung antara dua karang’, literally 

‘Rowing between two coral reefs’ in June 1948. It was of course a metaphor for the perils of 

Indonesia being sandwiched between the capitalist and communist blocs. 
4  Mohammad Hatta quoted in Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto: Aspiring 

to International Leadership (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1986), 25. 
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state's foreign policy should be based on the state's Pancasila ideology. Second, 

foreign policy should be aimed at safeguarding the national interest as 

defined by the constitution. Third, the pursuit of national interest would be 

best served through an independent policy. Fourth, Indonesia's foreign policy 

should be 'conducted pragmatically … and resolved in the light of its own 

interests and in consonance with the situations and facts it has to face'.5  

It is a point of contention in the scholarship whether Indonesia's bebas-aktif 

doctrine implied neutrality or equidistance between superpowers as Leifer 

and Weinstein suggested. It was, rather an attempt to position Indonesia's 

foreign policy relative to the emerging bipolar international environment 

without alignment to either the US or Soviet bloc and with sufficient 

flexibility to pursue an active role in international affairs.6 Hatta's articulation 

of the bebas-aktif doctrine can be seen as an attempt to chart a middle path for 

Indonesia for both a domestic and international audience. It was a 

compromise position which reflected the outlook of its architect, Hatta, a 

civilian secular nationalist in political orientation. 7  The bebas-aktif formula 

                                                   

5  See Rizal Sukma, ‘The Evolution of Indonesia’s Foreign Policy: An Indonesian View’, Asian 

Survey, 35, no. 3 (March 1995): 308. The preamble to Indonesia’s 1945 constitution declares 

that independence is the right of all nations and commits Indonesia to eradicating colonialism 

based on its inhumanity and injustice. It also reaffirms Indonesia’s support for a just and 

peaceful world order. See the preamble of Indonesia’s 1945 constitution in UUD 45 & 

Amandemen, Ke 1 sd 4 (Yogyakarta: Pustaka Larasati, 2009).  
6  Josef Silverstein characterised Indonesia’s foreign policy under Suharto as ‘active non-

alignment and neutralism’ in arguing about the continuity in foreign policy between the 

civilian bureaucracy and military. Josef Silverstein, ‘The Military and Foreign Policy in Burma 

and Indonesia’, Asian Survey, 22, no. 3 (March 1982): 285. Based on interviews of Indonesian 

foreign policy elites, Anwar refutes the notion that Indonesia’s bebas-aktif doctrine was a 

policy of ‘equidistance’ (as argued by Leifer and Weinstein) or ‘neutrality’, but ‘was designed 

to keep Indonesia’s independence to a maximum, by allowing the country to pursue 

whatever course it deemed best to serve its national priorities, without being tied to external 

commitments it could not control’, see Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 18;  Weinstein, Indonesian 

Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 161. 
7 Mohammad Hatta, was an ethnic Minang from West Sumatra with a doctorate in economics 

from the Netherlands. For insights into the political orientation of secular nationalist leaders 
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became a basic referent in discussing the problem of relations with the big 

powers.  It has survived, argued Weinstein, precisely because it proved 

amenable to frequent redefinition.8  

In seeking a greater profile for Indonesia in international affairs and in its 

attempts to realise its Third World leadership aspirations, Indonesia under 

the Prime Minister Ali Sastroamijoyo organised a major conference of Third 

World states, known as the 'Asia-Africa Conference' in Sundanese hill town of 

Bandung in April 1955. The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) founded by 

Indonesia, Egypt, Yugoslavia and India had its origins in the Bandung 

Conference and marked the emergence of Asia-Africa states on the world 

stage.9 Although scholars remain generally ambivalent about the legacy of 

Bandung, the Ten Bandung Principles enunciated at the conclusion of the 

Conference, can be seen as an attempt to formulate new international 

relations norms based on the peaceful settlement of disputes and sovereign 

equality between states. The Asia-Africa Conference has been mythologised 

to a certain extent in Indonesia's foreign policy, but Indonesia's success in 

hosting such a high profile international conference was the source of an 

immense pride. Bandung is still viewed as one of Indonesia's greatest 

diplomatic achievements and its resonance in Indonesia's foreign policy is still 

evident today.10  

                                                                                                                                                  

like Hatta or the ‘administrators’ as Feith categorised them see Herbert Feith, The Decline of 

Constitutional Democracy in Indonesia (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1962), 

33.  
8 Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 161. 
9  The 1955 Bandung Asia-Africa Conference is commonly viewed as the precursor to NAM, 

whose inaugural conference was held in 1961. See Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy 

Under Suharto, 172-173.  
10  The ideational antecedents of the Asia-Africa conference are evident today in Deplu's New 

Asian-African Strategic Partnership' (NAASP). See Kementerian Luar Negeri, 'The New 

Asian African Strategic Partnership', 
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Following the official transfer of sovereignty at the 1949 Round Table 

Conference at The Hague, Indonesia's diplomacy into the early to mid-1950s 

had remained preoccupied with the outstanding legal, economic and 

territorial issues, most significantly the status of West Irian, arising from the 

decolonisation process. In a concerted but ultimately futile, attempt to resolve 

remaining issues in good faith with the Netherlands government and avert 

increasing anti-Western sentiment among political elites determining 

Indonesia's foreign policy trajectory , Foreign Minister Anak Agung under the 

Burhanudin Harahap cabinet (August 1955 - March 1956), pursued the last 

round of discussions with the Netherlands government, which failed to 

produce agreement on remaining Dutch economic assets in Indonesia or 

satisfactory agreement on the resolution of the West Irian issue.  As Agung 

put it, 'the Irian issue had become … the primary concern of every cabinet in 

power in the fifties'.11  

As political instability increased during the 1950s parliamentary democracy 

period – illustrated in the rise and fall of a succession of cabinets – Indonesia's 

foreign policy increasingly came to serve political functions in shoring up 

Soekarno's power and legitimacy amid competing domestic political forces 

represented in political Islam, the military, and the PKI.12  Anti-colonialism, 

                                                                                                                                                  

http://www.kemlu.go.id/Pages/IFPDisplay.aspx?Name=RegionalCooperation&IDP=10&P=Re

gional&l=en. Leifer questioned the tangible success of the 1955 conference stating that as a 

diplomatic occasion its actual accomplishments were less than remarkable. He also noted the 

‘conspicuous paternalism’ of Jawaharlal Nehru as contributing to a cooling of relations 

between Jakarta and New Delhi, see Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 39. Indonesia emerged as 

the voice of the extreme left in Non-Aligned, Afro-Asia movement, see Sukma, Islam in 

Indonesian Foreign Policy, 34. 
11 Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung, Twenty Years of Indonesian Foreign Policy 1945-1965, (The 

Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1973), 85.  
12  Suryadinata describes the four major parties in the parliamentary democracy period as 

follows:  The PNI (basically a Javanese priyayi (aristocratic) party, which received its support 

from civil servants and some abangan Javanese); the PKI which drew its support from Java, 
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anti-imperialism and non-alignment were to feature more strongly in 

Indonesia's foreign policy discourse from the late 1950s. Soekarno lacked an 

independent power base and thus relied on a revolutionary foreign policy to 

enhance his political legitimacy. 13  For Soekarno, legitimacy rested on his 

credential as Indonesia's revolutionary leader and father of the Indonesian 

state. Although, he espoused a revolutionary continuum in the domestic 

context against political and economic 'neo-kolonialisme' and 'neo-imperialisme', 

Soekarno understood Indonesia's reliance on Western aid. He also 

understood, as Weinstein argued, the dangerous political fissures that would 

be exacerbated by waging a revolution at home that was more than rhetoric.14   

As the 'solidarity-makers' increasingly won out to the 'administrators' in 

Indonesia's political context, marked by the resignation of Vice President 

Mohammad Hatta in 1956, Soekarno abandoned parliamentary democracy 

and announced a new system of 'Guided Democracy'.15 After 1957, foreign 

policy increasingly became the preserve of the President and the principal 

means of reinforcing Soekarno's political legitimacy, despite Indonesia's 

                                                                                                                                                  

albeit from the lesser priyayi and abangan peasants; the Nahdatul Ulama (NU) which garnered 

support from the Javanese santri and traders/businessmen in small towns in central and East 

Java; and the Masyumi (Modern Islamic Party) which was largely supported by Muslims from 

the outer islands. Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 26.  
13  Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 54. 
14  Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 305.   
15  Herbert Feith, author of one of the seminal texts of Indonesian political science literature, 

‘The Decline of Constitutional Democracy in Indonesia’, categorised Indonesia’s political 

elites as ‘administrators’ and ‘solidarity makers’. Feith argued that the post-revolutionary 

leadership called for people with ‘administrative, legal, technical and foreign language skills 

required for the running of a modern state’. Equally necessary for Feith were those leaders 

with the ‘integrative skills, skills in cultural mediation, symbol manipulation and mass 

organisation’. The task of maximising elite cohesion was in a large measure a matter of 

mediating conflict between these two groups. See Feith, The Decline of Constitutional 

Democracy in Indonesia, 24-25. The system of Guided Democracy was inaugurated by Soekarno 

in 1959 when he revoked the provisional constitution of 1950 and reinstated, by decree, the 

constitution promulgated in 1945.  
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increasingly dire economic situation marked by hyperinflation and serious 

food shortages.16 On the international stage, meanwhile, Soekarno continued 

his revisionist foreign policy agenda, railing against western imperialism and 

structural injustices as the basis of international conflict. In a speech to the 

United Nations General Assembly in 1960, he warned of the explosive nature 

of the West Irian dispute and called for member states 'to build the world 

anew'.17   

By 1962, in fact, Soekarno had achieved a significant foreign policy and 

domestic political victory with respect to West Irian. In 1962 Indonesia and 

the Netherlands reached agreement (with US mediation) for a transfer of 

administration to UN authority and then for a final transfer to Indonesian 

control after 1 May 1963. The act of 'Free Choice' would take place in 1969 and 

made partial provision for an expression of self-determination by the Papuan 

population. 18 The 'undemocratic' nature of the subsequent plebiscite would, 

continue, however, to influence both domestic and international opinion on 

the legitimacy of Indonesian rule. 

 The West Irian campaign, which had been conducted through armed and 

diplomatic means against the Dutch, served to temporarily unite polarised 

political forces. Leifer argued that the campaign enjoyed undoubted popular 

                                                   

16  From December 1962 to December 1963, the inflation rate was about 900 per cent. The 

economy continued to deteriorate and by 1965 had nearly collapsed. See Suryadinata 

Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 31. 
17 Soekarno, 'To Build the World Anew', United Nations General Assembly, Fifteenth Session, 

Official Records, 880th Plenary Meeting, September 30, 1960, available from 

http://soerjagemilang.files.wordpress.com/2011/10/membangun-dunia-kembali_soekarno.pdf  
18 1025 Papuan delegates were "selected" to take part in the December 1969 Act of Free Choice. 

The US Congress maintains that the vote was subject to both overt and covert forms of 

manipulation. See Richard Chauvel, 'The Centrality of the Periphery: Australia, Indonesia 

and Papua', in Different Societies, Shared Futures: Australia, Indonesia and the Region, ed. John 

Monfries (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2006), 109.  
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support, serving the interests of the military to justify an expanding budget 

and huge arms transfers. 19  In contrast, the PKI supported the nationalist 

agitation in the hope of accelerating an anti-imperialist drift in foreign policy 

which might serve its domestic political advantage. 20  With West Irian 

resolved, Soekarno turned to his next major regional foreign policy adventure 

– a Confrontation campaign (Konfrontasi) against the new Malaysian 

Federation. Without broader domestic and international support, however, 

this endeavour, unlike West Irian, was largely successful and would help 

bring about Soekarno's political demise.  

In 1962 Malaya had announced a proposal to establish the Federation of 

Malaysia, which would include Singapore and the North Borneo states of 

Sabah and Sarawak. Soekarno promised that he would not oppose the 

Federation if the North Borneo people supported it in a UN-sponsored 

plebiscite vote.  Compromise arrangements between Malaya and Indonesia, 

however, failed when it was announced on 29 August 1963 that 'Malaysia' 

would come in to being before the result of the plebiscite was known. 

Sukarno viewed it as a breach of faith and ramped up coercive diplomatic and 

military efforts against the Federation.  

The reasons behind Indonesia's Konfrontasi with Malaysia are many and 

complex, but included Indonesia's suspicion that the Malaysian Federation, 

which initially included Singapore, was a British conspiracy to contain 

Indonesia. Leifer characterised the motives as ranging from a mixture of 

'crude opportunism to a genuine conviction that the projected federation 

                                                   

19 In January 1961, Indonesia signed an agreement with Russia for purchase of heavy arms 

and other equipment worth USD 400-425 million. Agung, Twenty Years, 390. 
20 See Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 63. 
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was…a vehicle for nefarious intent'.21 The struggle waged through diplomatic 

means and Indonesian military incursions into Malaysian Borneo, Peninsular 

Malaysia and Singapore, was largely characterised in the framework of 

Indonesia's revolutionary struggle against 'NEKOLIM', neo-colonial and neo-

imperialistic forces. 

During the Konfrontasi period Indonesia's foreign policy discourse was 

marked by its bellicose rhetoric and Soekarno increasingly took foreign policy 

to a left trajectory through Indonesia's growing alignment with the People's 

Republic of China (PRC), and his patronage of the increasingly strong PKI.22  

Although Soekarno has generally been viewed as a nationalist rather than a 

Communist, his courting of the Communist bloc was seen by sections of the 

Indonesian elite as an abrogation of Indonesia's non-aligned principles 

enshrined in the bebas-aktif foreign policy doctrine and a departure from the 

ideal course of Indonesia's foreign policy. Soekarno's Konfrontasi campaign, 

however, failed to attract widespread diplomatic support, even from fellow 

NAM states.23 Indonesia withdrew from the UN in January 1965 in protest at 

Malaysia's seating in the UN Security Council. Soekarno denounced the UN 

as imperialist-dominated and declared his intention to set up a rival 

Conference of the New Emerging Forces (CONEFO), with its headquarters in 

Jakarta.24 

                                                   

21 See Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 81 and chapter four generally. 
22  Soekarno’s catch-cry during the Konfrontasi period was 'Ganyang Malaysia!' Crush 

Malaysia! The estimated number of PKI members was in the millions.  In 1965 Soekarno 

announced a ‘Jakarta-Phnom Penh-Beijing-Pyongyang Axis’. See Sukma, Islam in Indonesia’s 

Foreign Policy, 34.  
23

 Several NAM states were uneasy with Soekarno’s belligerent stance on Malaysia. Indonesia 

was not happy when Arab members of NAM granted Malaysia observer status in the Second 

NAM Conference in Cairo. Ibid., 35.  
24 Weinstein, Indonesian Foreign Policy and the Dilemma of Dependence, 170. 
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Much of the scholarship on Indonesia has talked about Soekarno's use of 

foreign policy for domestic political purposes. Leifer argued that foreign 

policy elites conceived of foreign policy as a tool, 'an instrument with which 

to keep political opponents off balance and to promote internal solidarity.25 

Indonesia's foreign policy during the Sukarno period has been characterised 

as  'radical' and 'erratic' by Western analysts, but if viewed in the domestic 

context, was the expression of a political balancing act between Indonesia's 

major political forces represented in the armed forces, the PKI, and Soekarno 

himself. By the early 1960s, foreign policy had become 'the prisoner of an 

intensely competitive political process'.26 

When viewed in relation to its key determinants—weakness, entitlement, 

contested identity, and political competition—foreign policy in the Soekarno 

period can be seen as the manifestation of tensions between pragmatism and 

idealism, or dependence and independence. Indonesia's foreign policy during 

the Orde Lama period constituted a compromise between contesting domestic 

and international ideological forces. The nationalistic disposition of 

Indonesia's foreign policy, its declaratory adherence to anti-colonial and non-

aligned principles, reflected the difficult circumstances Indonesia found itself 

in between 1945 to 1949, faced by repeated Dutch military actions and hostage 

to the equivocal diplomatic support of major powers in the UN.  

The enduring fundamentals of Indonesia's foreign policy, its non-aligned 

doctrinal basis and desire for an international leadership role, reflected the 

triumph of Indonesia's secular nationalists in building the institutions of state 

and an imperative to balance dependence on the West with collective strength 

                                                   

25 Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 52.  
26  Ibid., 43. 
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in Third World political organisation. In the latter part of the Soekarno period, 

foreign policy increasingly became a political tool used by Soekarno to 

maintain popular legitimacy and constrain dangerously polarised political 

forces.  By 1965, Soekarno's revolutionary foreign policy looked less like 

political compromise and more of an overt alignment with Chinese 

communism. As a result, the de facto coalition of major political forces which 

had supported Soekarno's leadership violently imploded following an 

abortive coup attempt by pro-Soekarno military officers and elements of the 

PKI.27 The subsequent victors, Indonesia's Armed Forces (ABRI, Angakatan 

Bersenjata Republik Indonesia), heralded a pragmatic shift in Indonesia's foreign 

policy priorities. 

New Order Foreign Policy 

The New Order regime made a conscious decision to eschew Soekarno's 

flamboyant foreign policy style to focus its energies on Indonesia's internal 

social and economic development – aid over independence. Suharto 

proclaimed that Indonesia needed to achieve a level of national vitality before 

it could look to a more active role in international affairs. 28  Soekarno's 

                                                   

27 Details of the 1965 coup remain murky and contested. The PKI with the support of ABRI 

officers kidnapped and murdered strategic military commanders, including the Army Chief 

of Staff, General Achmad Yani and an attempted to assassinate ABRI Commander, General 

Nasution. For some reason, General Suharto, Commander of the Army Strategic Reserve 

Command (Kostrad), was not among these targeted officers. Max Lane cites recent 

scholarship which reveals the initial aim of pro-Soekarno officers was to remove the right 

wing of the armed forces high command and then to provoke a mass mobilization across the 

country for the purge of the right from the officer corps as a whole, See John Roosa cited in 

Max Lane, Unfinished Nation: Indonesia Before and After Suharto, (London and New York: 

Verso, 2008), 42. 
28  Suharto commented in 1969 that ‘we shall only be able to play an effective role if we 

ourselves are possessed of a great national vitality’, see Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 181. 

Vitality as it has been translated here is closely connected to the Indonesian concept of 

national resilience or Ketahanan Nasional, which has been defined as ‘the ability of a nation to 
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Konfrontasi campaign had been costly, not just in foreign policy terms with the 

withdrawal of support of critical aid donors, bilaterally through Washington 

and through the International Monetary Fund. Western donor countries and 

creditors that were to underwrite the economic stabilisation measures froze 

economic assistance to Indonesia as a result of Konfrontasi. Indonesia had 

ceased to be a member of IMF and World Bank in early 1965 in protest against 

Malaysia's appointment to the UN Security Council. 29 

Konfrontasi served as a key catalyst for the political ascendancy of the military 

in Indonesia following an abortive communist coup in 1965. The PKI had 

used Konfrontasi as a rationale to develop an alternative armed force. 

Sukarno's patronage of the PKI and his alignment with communist China was 

a direct threat not just to the ideological interests of the army, but also to their 

business interests which they had consolidated with ethnic Chinese 

middlemen, following the nationalisation of Dutch assets in 1957. Soekarno's 

patronage of the PKI and announcement of a Beijing axis, apart from 

threatening the economic interests of the army and the Islamic 

entrepreneurial class, was viewed as a deviation from Indonesia's bebas-aktif 

foreign policy doctrine.  

The New Order government proceeded to forge a de facto economic and 

security alliance with the West (principally the US and Japan), for much 

needed aid and technical assistance. The key policy priority for the New 

Order regime became the development of a peaceful and prosperous regional 

order, which besides serving other political functions, gave Indonesia greater 

leverage vis-à-vis extra-regional powers.  Perhaps an indication of how far the 

                                                                                                                                                  

cope with, endure and survive any kin of challenges or threats she meets in the course of her 

struggle to achieve her national goals’. See Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 175.    
29  Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 27; 37.  
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New Order government has shifted in its foreign policy style was its response 

to the execution of two Indonesian marines, charged with espionage and 

sabotage during Indonesia's Konfrontasi with Malaysia, by the Singaporean 

government in 1968. Despite a personal plea by President Suharto to Prime 

Minister Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore proceeded with the execution. The muted 

response of the New Order government in the face of such a serious slight 

was in stark contrast to Soekarno's belligerence and indicated the imperative 

placed by the New Order government on regional harmony.30   

In many ways Indonesia's Army was the architect the New Order foreign 

policy approach, predicated on enshrining Indonesia's de facto leadership of a 

regional order which would act as a strategic barrier to external powers and 

create the preconditions for the development of Indonesia's economy and 

national resilience. Indonesian military officers had been secretly negotiating 

with Malaysian officials during Konfrontasi and the Army's development of a 

strategic blueprint for Indonesia's foreign policy was contained in a 1964 

Army Staff and Command College paper.31  

Indonesia was a founding member of ASEAN and subsequently shaped the 

regional organisation to reflect the New Order's strategic priorities. Such 

priorities included an acute sensitivity about sovereignty issues and a strong 

aversion to external interference borne out of Indonesia's decolonisation 

experience. Enshrinement of respect for national sovereignty and non-

interference in the internal affairs of member states were largely a result of 

                                                   

30  Ignoring calls for an invasion of Singapore and suspension of diplomatic ties, the rift was 

mended in 1973 when Singaporean Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew, sprinkled flower petals on 

the graves of the executed marines, see Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 123-124.  
31  The Army Staff and Command College (SESKOAD) paper outlined a divergent foreign 

policy view from Soekarno based on the threat from communist China and and an emphasis 

on economic stability and peace in Southeast Asia, see Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 124-126 
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Indonesia's lobbying and were formalised in the 1976 ASEAN Treaty of 

Amity and Cooperation.32 In a non-declaratory sense, the regional grouping 

provided an important bulwark against China, Indonesia's principal threat in 

the eyes of the military.  Although ASEAN facilitated limited economic 

cooperation, it also provided an important umbrella for Indonesia's defence 

cooperation with fellow ASEAN states, albeit pursued through bilateral 

channels.33  

As the Suharto military regime set about implementing its dual socio-political 

'dwifungsi' doctrine, the civilian Department of Foreign Affairs (Deplu, 

Departemen Luar Negeri), was purged of Soekarnoist elements and military 

officers placed in strategic leadership positions. Suharto routinely used 

military officers as diplomatic emissaries and in strategic ambassadorial posts, 

particularly to 'D1' countries like Singapore, Malaysia, Tokyo and 

Washington, which were usually reserved for military officers. 34 As Leifer 

contended, the military regime still needed a civilian diplomatic face, but 

tensions and lack of consultation with civilian foreign ministers by the 

                                                   

32 Ralf Emmers, 'Regional Hegemonies and the Exercise of Power in Southeast Asia: A Study 

of Indonesia and Vietnam', Asian Survey, 45, no. 4 (July/August 2005): 651.  
33  Anwar argues that ASEAN served some important military purposes and that ASEAN 

enabled Indonesia to develop military relations with all other members without having to 

have any formal defence arrangement. See chapter four of Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 122-

159.  
34  During the New Order Indonesia's foreign ministry ranked the strategic importance of 

countries by a 'D' scale. D1 the highest priority included ASEAN countries, Canberra, 

Washington and Tokyo, for example. See Ibid., 137. Benny Murdani, former head of Bakin 

and later ABRI commander was sent by Suharto as a special emissary on several missions (as 

were other influential officers), including two trips to Hanoi to discuss Vietnam’s 1979 

occupation of Kampuchea. See generally A. J. MacIntyre, 'Interpreting Indonesian Foreign 

Policy: The Case of Kampuchea, 1979-1986', Asian Survey, 27, no. 5 (May 1987): 515-34. 

Similarly, Suharto sent Indonesia’s leading intelligence officer, Lieutenant General Ali 

Murtopo, rather than Foreign Minister Adam Malik to Portugal in 1974 to try to persuade the 

Portuguese government to Indonesia’s way of thinking on the future of East Timor 

incorporated into Indonesia, see Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 156.   
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military-intelligence apparatus was evident in many instances, including in 

Jakarta's negotiations with Hanoi over its invasion of Kampuchea and later in 

responses to the 1986 diplomatic rift with Canberra over the David Jenkins 

Sydney Morning Herald article.35  

The military-intelligence apparatus became the new locus of foreign policy 

power under the New Order, principally the Department of Defence and 

Security (Dephankam) and intelligence organisations like the former 

Kopkamtib lead by General Ali Murtopo, and the state Intelligence 

Coordinating Agency (Bakin).36 CSIS Jakarta became the key foreign policy 

and strategic think-tank for the military and was used by senior ABRI officers 

like Ali Murtopo and General Benny Murdani to develop and socialise foreign 

policy initiatives.37 During the New Order period, senior military officers and 

(later) the President were the most influential foreign policy actors. The 

continued dominance of civilians in Deplu was reflected in civilian Foreign 

                                                   

35  MacIntyre, 'Interpreting Indonesian Foreign Policy: The Case of Kampuchea, 1979-1986', 

523; 525. For evidence of bureaucratic tensions over Indonesia’s hardline reaction to the 1986 

David Jenkins articles which compared the Suharto family wealth to that of the notoriously 

corrupt former President of the Philippines, Ferdinand Marcos, see Suryadinata, Indonesia’s 

Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 94.   
36  Under the New Order, foreign policy power was increasingly located in the defence and 

intelligence apparatus known by its acronym ‘Hankam’ and in influential military officers 

such as General Benny Murdani and Lieutenant General Ali Murtopo. Murtopo served as a 

personal assistant to Suharto and was Indonesia’s leading intelligence officer and head of 

Kopkamtib. Suryadinata has additionally listed the former National Defence Institute 

(formerly Lemhanas, now the National Resilience Institute) and Sekneg, the State Secretariat, 

headed by a State Secretary with cabinet status, as influential on foreign policy-making in the 

New Order. See Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 39-40. 
37  CSIS Jakarta was established in 1971 and had an important role in New Order foreign 

policy through its research programs and publications such as The Indonesian Quarterly (which 

continues today). In the early years of the New Order, CSIS was viewed as the military’s 

domestic and foreign policy think-tank and although run by civilians, such as Jusuf Wanandi, 

its patrons were senior military officers. See Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under 

Suharto, 40. For evidence of the military’s use of CSIS to socialise regional initiatives, 

specifically Indonesia’s diplomatic initiatives to resolve the Vietnamese occupation of 

Kampuchea and its deleterious effects on ASEAN unity, see MacIntyre, 'Interpreting 

Indonesian Foreign Policy: The Case of Kampuchea', 522.   
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Ministers – Adam Malik, Mochtar Kusumaatmadja and Ali Alatas.38 

The consolidation of political power by the military and the incremental 

depoliticisation of Indonesia's political parties, and indeed, society, had a 

stabilising influence on Indonesian foreign policy. As Michael Vatikiotis 

explained: 'the New Order regime had decoupled the bulk of society from the 

formal political process'.39 As the PKI was outlawed and a campaign waged 

from 1965-66 to physically eliminate them, the remaining domestic political 

forces – political Islam and the nationalist parties – were emasculated and 

merged into single political entities with Pancasila as their ideological basis.40  

Although Muslims had been allies with the military against the communists, 

the military's containment of political Islam was reflected in Indonesia's 

foreign policy in a variety of ways. For one, with Indonesia's refusal to sign 

the Organisation of The Islamic Conference (OIC) charter, on the basis that 

Indonesia was not an Islamic state.41 The military also based its foreign policy 

position on international issues with an Islamic dimension, such as support 

for the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, on support for self-determination 

                                                   

38  Malik was a charismatic former journalist and politician who had served previously as 

Indonesian ambassador to Warsaw and Moscow. Kusumaatmadja was a quietly spoken Yale 

Law graduate and expert on the Law of the Sea. Ali Alatas had been a respected career 

diplomat before his appointment as foreign minister. See Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign 

Policy Under Suharto, 17. 
39 Michael Vatikiotis, Indonesian Politics under Suharto, (London and New York: Routledge, 

1993), 194.  
40  An estimated half a million alleged communists were killed between 1965-66, led by the 

Army unit (RPKAD, Resimen Parakomando Angkatan Darat) and supported by elements of the 

santri Muslim community and others.  
41  President Suharto had instructed Indonesian delegates to participate in the OIC on the 

basis of the UN Charter and the principles of Indonesia’s 1945 Constitution, rather than on 

Islamic principles. The OIC Charter stated that its members were Islamic states and as a 

result, Indonesia refused to sign it but remained active in the organisation. See Leo 

Suryadinata, 'Islam and Suharto’s Foreign Policy: Indonesia, the Middle East and Bosnia', 

Asian Survey, 35, no. 3 (March 1995): 297.  
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rather than on any co-religionist sentiment.42  Similarly, Indonesia did not 

frame its mediation role between the Philippines government and Moro 

National Liberation Front (MNLF) during the early 1970s in terms of overt 

Islamic solidarity and sought to 'defend the Philippines in the OIC'.43 

In the first two decades under Suharto, Indonesia accorded a lower priority to 

Third World leadership issues in foreign policy.  Indeed, the annexation of 

East Timor in 1974 attracted diplomatic opprobrium from many African states 

in NAM sympathetic to the Revolutionary Front for an Independent East 

Timor (Fretilin).44 Third World condemnation of Indonesia's take-over of East 

Timor was not considered a significant problem for the New Order 

government, as Washington and the governments of key regional states, such 

as Singapore, Malaysia and Australia, had not actively opposed the invasion. 

Suharto's foreign policy strategy was focussed on the region and securing aid 

and investment, mainly from the Japan and Western states for internal 

development. Indonesia's Third World leadership aspirations so evident 

under Soekarno and partly a function of the need to maintain his 

revolutionary political legitimacy were no longer necessary under Suharto. 

The implementation of an authoritarian military government and 

emasculation of contending political forces had removed much, but not all, of 

the government's imperative to seek legitimacy. By the late 1980s, for 

example, Suharto began to court the support of political Islam against an 

                                                   

42  The New Order government opposed the opening of a Palestine Liberation Organisation 

(PLO) office in Jakarta in 1975, although Foreign Minister Adam Malik had not objected, his 

plan was vetoed by the military, concerned about PLO terrorist activities and the possible 

impact on radical Muslims in Indonesia, see Suryadinata, 'Islam and Suharto’s Foreign Policy, 

294. 
43  For Indonesia’s attempt at mediating between the Philippines government and MNLF, see 

Sukma, Islam and Indonesian Foreign Policy, 51. 
44  Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy, 158. 
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emerging opposition power base in the military.  ABRI had begun to be 

restive about the Suharto children's business activities and about the issue of 

succession. Suharto opened space for political Islam, including permitting the 

wearing of the Muslim head scarf (jilbab) in state schools and in 1990 

encouraged the establishment of the Indonesian Association of Muslim 

Intellectuals (ICMI) founded by Minister for Research and Technology, 

Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie. 45 

Meanwhile, Indonesia's low diplomatic profile had begun to attract domestic 

criticism. In 1994 some members of the DPR slammed Indonesia's foreign 

policy as 'defensive', 'passive' and 'too accommodative'.46  Indonesians were 

teased on whether Indonesia in fact 'had a foreign policy'.47 After a low profile 

period, Indonesia's foreign policy experienced a kind of renaissance in the 

early 1990s, personified by Suharto's pursuit of a higher profile for Indonesia 

in international affairs.48 There were three developments in particular that 

analysts pointed to as exemplifying this more confident foreign policy 

approach. These were: the 1990 normalisation of relations with China; 

Indonesia's accession to chair of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in 1992; 

and Jakarta's disbandment of the Intergovernmental Group on Indonesia 

(IGGI) resulting from criticisms over the 1991 Dili Massacre.49  

                                                   

45  Much of the analysis indicates that Suharto viewed ABRI Commander Benny Murdani as a 

rival. ABRI had begun to be restive about the Suharto children’s business activities and about 

the issue of succession. Murdani's tenure was shortened unexpectedly and Suharto opened 

space for political Islam, including the wearing of the Muslim head scarf (jilbab) in state 

schools and the establishment of the Indonesian Association of Muslim Intellectuals (ICMI). 

See Sukma, Islam in Indonesian foreign policy, 64-67. 
46  These criticisms were levelled against Foreign Minister Ali Alatas in a 1994 DPR foreign 

affairs hearing, see Sukma, The Evolution of Indonesia’s Foreign Policy, 305.  
47

  Ibid., 314.  
48  ‘Renaissance’ term used by Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 315.  
49  A. J. MacIntyre, 'Indonesia in 1992: Coming to Terms with the Outside World', Asian 

Survey, 33, no. 2, A Survey of Asia in 1992: Part II, Feb 1993: 204-210. For Indonesia’s re-
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These developments were significant in that they reflected Indonesia's 

growing confidence in international affairs after decades focussed on internal 

development and the Southeast Asian regional order. It also revealed the 

growing assertiveness of Suharto in Indonesia's foreign policy vis-à-vis key 

military actors.50 But Suharto's domestic and international political legitimacy 

began to decline during the 1990s, partly due to a rise in international human 

rights concerns and partly as a response to growing domestic opposition to 

the New Order's cronyism, corruption and political repression.51  Indonesia 

had attracted international condemnation over ongoing human rights 

violations in provinces such as Aceh, East Timor and Irian Jaya, and ABRI had 

become the target of policy sanctions imposed by several states, including the 

US following the Dili massacre of 1991.52  

Although, Indonesia's international image began to suffer during the 1990s, it 

still received key support and assistance from major aid donors and 

maintained an active regional and international diplomatic profile. In the 

post-Cold War strategic environment, Indonesia was increasingly active in 

shaping the Asia-Pacific region's politico-economic architecture, particularly 

under the leadership of respected Foreign Minister Ali Alatas. Indonesia 

played a key role in the establishment of Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 

                                                                                                                                                  

embrace of NAM, see chapter eleven in Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 

172-184. 
50   For evidence of Suharto’s increasingly assertive role in foreign policy generally see 

Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto, chapter four.  For evidence of tensions 

between the president and the military on foreign policy issues, specifically reactions to the 

1989 decision to normalise relations with the PRC, suspended since 1967, see chapter 7.  
51 For a comprehensive account of rising mass opposition to the New Order government, see 

Max Lane, Unfinished Nation: Indonesia Before and After Suharto. 
52

  The US Congress restricted its International Military Education Training (IMET) program 

for ABRI personnel in the United States, following the shooting deaths of 270 East Timorese 

civilians at Dili’s Santa Cruz cemetery, which subsequently became known as the 'Dili 

Massacre'.  
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(APEC) and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), for example.  

Domestically, however, the corruption and nepotism of Suharto's children 

had fuelled growing opposition to the president among sections of the 

political elite and broader populace. As the deleterious effects of the Asian 

financial crisis afflicted Indonesia from November 1997, the New Order was 

faced with an unprecedented national crisis and mass protest action. 

Economic collapse rapidly eroded the basis of the New Order's legitimacy, 

compelling dramatic changes to Indonesia's political landscape. Suharto's 

subsequent resignation from office would transform important aspects of the 

domestic political context in which Indonesia's foreign policy was formulated. 

Conclusion 

The 1965-66 political transition in Indonesia heralded a shift in foreign policy, 

but there was also a strong degree of ideational continuity in Indonesia's 

foreign policy between both periods. Suharto maintained Indonesia's bebas-

aktif foreign policy disposition, although he reversed Soekarno's alignment 

with the PRC and forged a strong partnership with Tokyo and Washington in 

pursuit of aid and investment. Suharto, like Soekarno before him, had 

interpreted Indonesia's bebas-aktif doctrine to suit his own conceptions of the 

state's interests and priorities. Such interests were based upon stability and 

economic development and thus dictated a foreign policy predicated upon 

regional harmony and the pursuit of aid in the form of international financial 

and developmental assistance. Islam remained constrained in Indonesia's 

foreign policy and politically was emasculated until the late 1980s, when it 

served Suharto's political interests to resurrect it.   

The most marked foreign policy shift between the two political orders was in 
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Indonesia's relations with Southeast Asia, where New Order diplomacy 

focussed on restoring Indonesia's reputation and engendering trust and 

cooperation in intra-regional relations. In the first two decades of the New 

Order, senior officers in Indonesia's military-intelligence apparatus emerged 

as Indonesia's most powerful foreign policy actors, subject to presidential 

assent. From the late 1980s, Suharto sought a more active role for Indonesia in 

foreign policy and higher profile as international statesman. It was not until 

the latter years of New Order that foreign policy became an expression of 

increasing domestic political competition, as Suharto used Islam to enhance 

his political legitimacy both in the eyes of a significant Muslim constituency 

and against growing military opposition.   

Indonesia's foreign policy would not be immune from the major political 

changes that affected Indonesia after 1998.  As Indonesia entered its third 

major political transition, democratisation would demand new functions of 

Indonesia's foreign policy. Diplomacy became a vital tool in Indonesia's 

economic recovery. As the nation progressively began to redefine and 

reconceptualise itself as a democratic polity, diplomacy would be harnessed 

increasingly in support of restoring Indonesia's international reputation and 

in boosting the legitimacy of popularly-elected governments.  The projection 

of a newly democratic identity would require not just qualitative changes to 

Indonesia's diplomacy, but reforms to the institutional and legislative basis of 

Indonesia's foreign policy forged in the New Order era. The impact of 

democratisation on Indonesia's foreign ministry – the principal institutional 

actor responsible for foreign policy formulation and management of 

Indonesia's external relations – constitutes the focus of this next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3. 

MILITARY INFLUENCE, CIVILIAN RENEWAL: 

INDONESIA'S FOREIGN MINISTRY 

Introduction 

Foreign policy studies tend to ignore the bureaucracy, focussing instead on 

heads of state or government leaders, in which ultimate decision-making 

authority is vested. But in Indonesia's case it was the foreign ministry itself, 

including reformasi-era Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda and the 

bureaucracy underpinning him, which was of central importance in 

formulating Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign policy. It was largely 

within the foreign ministry that Indonesia's national self-conception, or at 

least the idealised self-image it wished to project to the world, was 'remade' to 

reflect the values of Indonesia's reformasi experience. 

Indonesia's foreign ministry cannot be understood in isolation from 

Indonesia's domestic political context. Indeed, it is not until the last decade 

that the foreign ministry has approximated the more apolitical constructs of 

Western foreign policy bureaucracies. Rather, Indonesia's foreign ministry has 

historically been both agent and object, caught up in Jakarta's turbulent 

domestic politics. This chapter explores how norms generated in Indonesia's 

new democratic context have been internalised in both the organisation of the 

foreign policy bureaucracy and in the conceptualisation of Indonesia's 

international image. It seeks to illustrate how changing domestic power 

configurations have determined the loci of new foreign policy influence in 
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democratic Indonesia.  

This chapter is organised into three main parts. The first part briefly examines 

the effect of increasing ideological contest and revolutionary politics on 

Indonesia's foreign ministry end diplomacy at the end of the Old Order 

period. The second part examines the effects of the military's political 

ascendancy on the foreign policy bureaucracy and broader ideational 

framework of Indonesia's foreign policy. The third part of the chapter 

examines the effects of Indonesia's democratisation process on Indonesia's 

foreign ministry and the role of Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda as an 

entrepreneur of new ideas and practical reforms. The chapter argues that 

Indonesia's political liberalisation has had an emancipatory effect on the 

ideational and institutional basis of Indonesia's foreign policy-making, 

enabling greater agency by civilian, reformist-minded bureaucrats to shape a 

new foreign policy agenda and reform the organisational machinery 

underpinning it.  The third part of the chapter concludes by evaluating the 

efficacy of democratic reforms for the foreign ministry and the substance of 

Indonesia's foreign policy more broadly.  

Revolution  

Inception and Expansion 

Born in a time of revolution, diplomacy was central to Indonesia's 

independence struggle and a key vehicle which Indonesian nationalists could 

utilise to promote a cohesive Indonesian identity. The foreign ministry was 

thus politicised and energised by the compelling political forces – 

nationalism, decolonisation, socialism – shaping international and domestic 

politics in the period following the Second World War. Prominent 
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Indonesians – figures like Mohammad Hatta, Subandrio, Roeslan Abdulgani 

and Adam Malik – who shaped Indonesia's foreign policy bureaucracy in the 

first decades of nation-hood were politicians and intellectuals, as much as 

they were diplomats. The nationalistic disposition of Indonesia's foreign 

policy, its declaratory adherence to anti-colonial and non-aligned principles, 

can be understood in the context of the difficult circumstances in which 

Indonesia found itself between 1945 and 1949.  

In the immediate post-colonial period, foreign policy became a fundamental 

expression of an emerging national identity, as it did for many newly 

independent states. Civilian nationalist leaders used diplomasi to secure 

international de facto, followed by de jure, recognition of the new republic, 

whilst Indonesia's military commanders waged an armed campaign against 

Dutch forces intent on retaining their colonial possession. These two 

strategies, personified in tensions between civilian nationalist leaders such as 

Soekarno and military commander, General Sudirman, juxtaposed in military 

eyes the military's 'heroic' role in the independence struggle, against 

perceived civilian diplomatic compromise.1 It would, subsequently, serve as 

justification for the military's role in politics and institutionalisation across 

Indonesia's bureaucracy under a dual function doctrine known as dwifungsi.  

The appointment of the Hatta Cabinet in 1949 marked the beginning of 

Indonesia's parliamentary democracy period, coinciding with consolidation 

and growth in the institutional capacity of Deplu. Between 1950 and 1957, for 

example, Indonesia continued to expand its overseas missions, formalise the 

institutional basis of the ministry and streamline the training of its foreign 

                                                   

1 See Salim Said, Genesis of power: General Sudirman and the Indonesian military in politics, 1945-

49 (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992), 3 and chapter five generally. 
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service officers.2 Under Prime Minister Ali Sastroamijoyo, Deplu organised 

the 'Asia-Africa Conference' in Bandung. The Conference placed Indonesia at 

the centre of world press and diplomatic attention in April 1955. It was not 

just a major diplomatic achievement for Indonesia, which had never before 

organised such a high profile international summit, but an impressive 

organisational and logistical feat for Deplu itself. Roeslan Abdulgani, 

charismatic Secretary-General at the time and later foreign minister, was 

deemed to have been highly effective in managing delegations from 29 

countries and in ensuring the smooth operation of the joint secretariat. 3 The 

increasing diplomatic engagement with Asian and African states resulting 

from the Conference led to an overall increase in Indonesia's overseas 

missions and diplomatic representation. There was an almost four-fold 

increase in Indonesia's overseas representation from 94 overseas personnel in 

1949, to 360 posted Deplu officers and 36 representatives from other 

ministries by the end of 1957.4 

Behind the triumph of Bandung, however, Indonesia's domestic politics were 

becoming ever more unstable. Soekarno's assertion of executive authority 

over the parliamentary system under Guided Democracy in 1957 would result 

in the growing politicisation and radicalisation of the foreign ministry.  

                                                   

2 In 1953 the establishment of Deplu was formalised by ministerial decree and Deplu officers 

grouped as either Domestic Service Officers (Pedjabat Dinas Dalam Negeri) or Foreign Service 

Officers (Pedjabat Dinas Luar Negeri). The Department was now organised around three 

bureaus, comprised of the Minister/Secretary-General; Protocol and Consular; and 

Administration and Management Bureau, plus nine geographic and functional directorates. 

Departemen Luar Negeri Republik Indonesia, Dua Puluh Lima Tahun Departemen Luar Negeri 

1946-1970 [Twenty Five Years of the Department of Foreign Affairs Republic of Indonesia 

1946-1970], (Djakarta: Panitia Penulisan Sejarah Departemen Luar Negeri, 1971),  11. 
3 Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung, Twenty Years of Indonesian Foreign Policy 1945-1965 (The Hague 

and Paris: Mouton, 1973), 248. 
4 Dua Puluh Lima Tahun, 38. 
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Radicalisation 

A number of scholars have explained Soekarno's increasing use of foreign 

policy for political functions in the period between 1957 and 1965 in terms of 

his need to engender an ongoing sense of crisis to enhance his political 

legitimacy and to balance polarised political forces, the most powerful by now 

were the Army and PKI. The increasing radicalisation of Indonesia's domestic 

politics under President Soekarno was internalised in the organisational 

structure and bureaucratic culture of the foreign ministry.  

After a period of consolidation and expansion, Soekarno appointed one of his 

'most influential advisors and confidants', Dr Subandrio, into the foreign 

affairs portfolio in 1957.5  A former ambassador to London and Moscow, 

Subandrio, belonged to the left faction of Indonesia's Nationalist Party (PNI, 

Partai Nasionalis Indonesia) and also headed Indonesia's powerful Central 

Intelligence Agency (BPI, Badan Pusat Intelijens). By 1963 Subandrio had 

emerged as the dominant figure in the cabinet and had begun to increasingly 

'act as an ally of the PKI' and establish himself as Sukarno's successor.6  

Indonesia's foreign policy during the Subandrio period can be understood in 

the context of Indonesia's domestic revolutionary continuum, aimed at the 

eradication of political and economic manifestations of neo-colonialism and 

neo-imperialism (Nekolim) of which Indonesia's struggle to secure sovereignty 

over West Irian and then its armed Konfrontasi campaign against the Malaysian 

Federation had been major focal points. As a result of Konfrontasi, Deplu 

closed missions in Kuala Lumpur, Penang, Jesselton (Kota Kinabalu) and 

                                                   

5 M. C. Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia since c. 1200, (Palo Alto: Stanford University 

Press, 2001), 258. 
6 Ibid., 275. 
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Singapore in 1963, and established indoctrination courses for Deplu officers to 

educate them on Indonesia's new diplomacy, which Subandrio described as 

an 'instrument of the revolution'.7  

In 1964, a Direktorat Indoktrinasi was created within Deplu and a 'Special 

Affairs' section comprised of the two directorates of the New Emerging Forces 

(NEFOS) and the Progressive Peoples Struggle (PERSASIF, Perdjuangan 

Bangsa-Bangsa Progresif).8 Meanwhile, members of Deplu's left-leaning Youth 

Movement – Gerakan Pemuda Deplu (GPD) were increasingly favoured for 

First and Second Secretary diplomatic appointments, and in an ideological 

context that was intensely anti-Western, overseas scholarships or study 

experience gained in the West became a career liability.9  

The Guided Democracy period proved difficult for Deplu officers who had 

become disillusioned with Indonesia's ever more militant foreign policy 

course. Indonesian foreign policy scholar Gordon Hein wrote that by 1965, 

Indonesia's foreign ministry was 'heavily politicised and individuals within it 

demoralised'.10  The Army's takeover of government following 30 September 

1965 would have both immediate and lasting consequences for the foreign 

ministry. The military's political ascendancy in Indonesia would see the 

purging of leftist elements, the institutionalisation of the military within the 

foreign ministry and the reorientation of Indonesia's foreign policy in pursuit 

of internal security and economic objectives.  

                                                   

7 Closure of Malaysian missions from Dua Puluh Lima Tahun, 40. Foreign Minister Subandrio 

quoted in Agung, Twenty Years, 272; 285. 
8 Dua Puluh Lima Tahun, 12.  
9 Interview with retired senior Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta, September 23, 2011. 
10  Gordon Hein, Soeharto's Foreign Policy: Second Generation Nationalism in Indonesia (PhD 

dissertation, University of California, 1986), 151. 
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Institutionalisation 

"Purification" and "Cleansing" 

Regime change in Indonesia was neither immediate nor bloodless with an 

estimated half a million people killed in anti-communist bloodletting, much 

of it coordinated by the Army in the months following October 1965.11 In early 

1966 the Indonesian Armed Forces under now under Lieutenant General 

Suharto, progressively assumed control of the government apparatus.  

In 1966 military authorities outlawed the PKI and 'pro-Peking' ministers 

including Subandrio and Deplu spokesman, Ganis Harsono were arrested. 

Subandrio, viewed by many as complicit in the coup attempt, was widely 

disliked due both to his abrasive personality style and prominence in 

Soekarno's policy embrace of Peking. 12  In the aftermath of the coup, both 

Deplu and the civilian BPI were targeted for protests and physical attacks by 

anti-communist student organisations. 13   In a climate of fear and political 

                                                   

11 There are several contested versions of the events of 30 September 1965. See for example, 

Brian May, The Indonesia Tragedy (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1978); Benedict R. Anderson and 

Ruth T. McVey, A Preliminary Analysis of the October 1 1965 Coup in Indonesia (Singapore: First 

Equinox Edition, 2009). A number of interviewees saw the events of 30 September 1965 as a 

pre-emptive PKI coup against right wing Army elements, motivated by concerns about 

Soekarno’s deteriorating health. The death of Soekarno would potentially leave the PKI 

dangerously exposed. ‘The calculation was to avert being pre-empted by the Army. The more 

Maoist elements of the PKI saw it as the time to strike’.  Interview with retired Indonesian 

Army Lieutenant General, Jakarta, September 26, 2011; Interview with academic and former 

cabinet minister, Jakarta, September 29, 2011 respectively. 
12  ‘It was difficult to ascertain whether he [Subandrio} acted for Soekarno or the PKI’ 

according to one respondent. Interview with retired Indonesian Lieutenant General, Jakarta, 

September 26, 2011. Subandrio’s death sentence was later commuted and he was under de 

facto house arrest for 29 years until his death. See 'Dr Subandrio, Indonesian minister caught 

in cold-war clash', Obituary, The Guardian, September 10, 2004, 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/2004/sep/10/guardianobituaries.indonesia; Hein, Soeharto’s 

Foreign Policy, 151. Subandrio’s photographic image is conspicuously missing from the official 

Deplu history (Dua Puluh Lima Tahun).  
13 Particularly by anti-Soekarnoist student movement ‘KAMI’ (Kesatuan Aksi Mahasiswa 
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uncertainty, the military administration, backed by a series of presidential 

decrees and legislative bills, embarked on a process of "purifying" and 

"cleansing" the government apparatus.  Although a number of 'high-ranking' 

officers, like Secretary-General, Roeslan Abdulgani, were spared from the 

purges of Deplu, such intrusive measures by military authorities proved an 

'intimidating' time for Deplu staff.14  

Through a foreign ministerial decree of April 1966, a Team for Restoring 

Order (Tim Penertib) was established to "order" and "cleanse" the ministerial 

apparatus. The team later evolved into the 'Special Executive Foreign Affairs' 

to the 'Operational Command for the Restoration of Security and Order' in the 

Area of Foreign Affairs (Laksus Luar Negeri, Pelaksana Chusus Pangkopkamtib 

Bidang Luar Negeri). Although the Laksus was headed nominally by the 

Foreign Minister, within Deplu, however, the Laksus unit was headed by an 

army Brigadier General – with a Lieutenant Colonel as deputy – who reported 

directly to the Kopkamtib Commander, General Suharto.15 The Laksus was 

tasked specifically with 'countering guerrilla politics associated with the 30 

September/PKI coup attempt and their sympathisers abroad'.16 In addition, 

Laksus personnel were installed at Indonesia's overseas diplomatic missions 

where they oversaw the mental development (pembinaan mental) of 

Indonesian students and the screening of staff so as to 'remove extremist and 

                                                                                                                                                  

Indonesia,Indonesian Students Action Forum)  see Kementerian Luar Negeri Republik 

Indonesia, 'Gedung Pancasila Departemen Luar Negeri, Bangunan Bersejarah Deplu' [Deplu 

Pancasila Building, Historical Development of Deplu], 

http://www.deplu.go.id/Pages/HistoricalBuilding.aspx?IDP=1&1=id; Ricklefs, A History of 

Modern Indonesia,  287. 
14  Hein, Soeharto’s Foreign Policy, 151; Interview with former Indonesian career diplomat, 

Jakarta, 23 September 2011. 
15 Dua Puluh Lima Tahun, 341 and 345.  
16 Ibid., 343.  
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subversive elements'.17   

As ABRI consolidated its control over the institutions of state from 1966, the 

institutionalisation of the military within Deplu was cemented. By 1970, six 

military officers were embedded within Deplu Jakarta and although civilians 

remained numerically preponderant, three out of six Director-General 

positions were held by military officers.18  As Suryadinata has noted it was the 

creation of the Laksus and Director-General for Security and Communications 

positions in 1966, both held by a Brigadier General, which first 

institutionalised the role of the military in the foreign ministry.19  

Following purges at the foreign ministry in 1966, it became the norm for a 

number of senior positions within Deplu, including echelon I positions, such 

as the Secretary-General and Inspector-General positions (responsible for 

operational and support functions respectively), to be held by generals. In 

addition, military officers also filled the positions of Director-General for 

Safeguarding Foreign Relations and the Director for the Asia Pacific regional 

desk.20 The institutionalisation of the military within the foreign ministry, 

meant, in effect, that certain positions were reserved for ABRI officers, under 

the system of kekaryaan, whereby active military officers held civilian 

positions throughout the Indonesian bureaucracy. ABRI's dwifungsi became 

the legal and ideological rationale for the military's political hegemony and 

                                                   

17  The ‘Laksus’ conducted the ‘mental development’ (pembinaan mental) of Indonesian 

students abroad and the screening of Deplu staff in order to ‘provide stability within the 

ministry and remove extremist and subversive elements’. Ibid., 348. 
18 Lampiran E [Annex E], Ibid. 
19  Held concurrently by Brigadier General Her Tasning, later to become Ambassador to 

Australia. See Lampiran D [Annex D], Ibid. See also Suryadinata, Indonesia's Foreign Policy 

Under Suharto: Aspiring to International Leadership (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1996), 39. 
20 Rizal Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled Relationship (London: Routledge, 

1999), 79. 
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institutionalisation from 1996. But the loci of foreign policy influence lay not 

so much in these ABRI officers embedded in Deplu, but in the military's 

dominance over state policy.21 

At Indonesia's diplomatic missions, political, economic and socio-cultural 

diplomatic appointments were opened to ABRI officers, beyond military 

attaché posts. Posted ABRI officers effectively became an extension of 

Jakarta's powerful military-security apparatus (Hankam) and as such, 

monitored the activities of their Deplu civilian colleagues. In operational 

terms, the military's autonomy at Indonesia's missions was further facilitated 

by an independent communications system, with a direct chain of command 

back to military headquarters.  By the end of the 1960s, the institutional and 

ideological basis for military primacy over Indonesia's foreign policy was 

complete.  

Consolidation and Reorientation 

In the short term, the consolidation of political power by the military between 

1966 and elections in 1971 undermined civilian foreign policy authority, but 

had a stabilising effect on Indonesia's foreign relations generally. The New 

Order regime made a conscious decision to eschew Soekarno's flamboyant 

foreign policy style. In regional terms, the priority for the New Order regime 

became the development of a peaceful and prosperous regional order realised 

through the establishment of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) in 1967. Besides serving other political functions, ASEAN provided 

Indonesia with the necessary regional stability to focus its nation-building 

efforts. 

                                                   

21 See Ibid., 80; Suryadinata, Indonesia's Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 42-46. 
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The genesis of New Order foreign policy can be traced to an Army Command 

and Staff College (Seskoad, Sekolah Staf dan Komando Angkatan Darat) seminar 

held in Bandung in 1966, although the 'blueprint' was in existence earlier.22 

Reflecting the convergence in thinking between senior military officers and 

technocrats, the latter comprised of several University of California-trained 

economists referred to in Indonesia as the 'Berkeley Mafia'. The expertise and 

international networks of Indonesia's technocrats, largely overseas trained 

economists, was essential to the New Order's policy objectives predicated on 

stability for economic growth and formed a critical 'third pillar' in the 

centralisation of power around Suharto and a tight circle of military men.23  In 

Suharto's 1971 cabinet, for example, there were ten university professors.24 

'With the exception of the military and foreign ministry, no other group in 

Indonesia ... [had]... as much direct and consistent influence on foreign policy 

than the group of economists surrounding the President'.25  

The high priority of aid and investment in Indonesia's foreign policy under 

Suharto led to the expansion of the economic units within Deplu.  A 

Directorate-General for Foreign Economic Relations was established which 

was comprised of the five directorates of: International Trade; Financial 

Cooperation and Investment; Technical Cooperation and Services; 

Multilateral Economic Cooperation; and a new section, Economic 

Cooperation among Developing Countries.26 In 1968, the year Suharto was 

officially appointed President by the Provisional People's Consultative 

Assembly (MPRS), the first of a series of five year plans known as 'Repelita' 

                                                   

22 But the ‘blueprint’ was already in existence years earlier. Interview with retired senior 

Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta, September, 25, 2012. 
23 Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia, 295. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., 134. 
26 Hein, Soeharto’s Foreign Policy, 157. 
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were approved to guide Indonesia's economic development.27 

Although Indonesia's Army became the 'fulcrum' of political life in Indonesia 

after 1965, it would be erroneous to think that the military's political 

hegemony completely undermined civilian agency and responsibility for 

foreign policy. 28  Despite the emergence of an authoritarian, military-backed 

regime, civilian career diplomats remained important foreign policy actors 

and Suharto was keen to retain a civilian face as the principal interlocutor 

with the international community. The continued dominance of Indonesia's 

secular nationalists in Deplu, set in the early independence period, was 

reflected in the appointments of Adam Malik, Mochtar Kusumaatmadja and 

Ali Alatas – all highly regarded foreign ministers with their own considerable 

foreign policy achievements. Malik, for example, was a former journalist and 

Indonesian Proletariat (Murba) Party politician appointed by Suharto as 

foreign minister to replace Subandrio in 1966. 'More of an Old Order style 

politician than a New Order style technocrat or administrator', he was not 

beholden to Suharto's power and proved somewhat of a counter-balance to 

the military's dominance over foreign policy in the early New Order period.29  

Shifting legitimacy, increasing atrophy 

Presidential prerogative over foreign policy remained a key continuity 

between the Old and New Orders, albeit manifested in vastly different policy 

                                                   

27 R. E. Elson, Suharto: A Political Biography (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 

2001), 168. 
28 'Fulcrum' used by former Indonesian cabinet minister, interview, Jakarta September 29, 

2011.  
29 Malik publicly advocated for the normalisation of relations with China as early as the 

seventies, in the face of stiff ABRI opposition. See Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under 

Suharto, 17. Malik was a 'revolutionary man, who did not need Suharto, Suharto needed him'. 

Interview with Indonesian military expert, Jakarta September 26, 2011.  
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approaches. Although responsibility for the practical conduct of Indonesia's 

foreign relations remained with Deplu, senior military officers usually took 

the lead on sensitive foreign policy issues and dictated the ideological 

parameters of Indonesia's foreign policy, contingent upon Presidential assent. 

Suharto's reliance on a highly personalised mechanism of governance where 

authority lay, not in formal institutional roles, but in informal influence and 

proximity to power would continue throughout the New Order period, albeit 

with different actors. In the early 1980s as Suharto augmented his authority 

over the New Order regime, he became less reliant on the military apparatus 

to govern and more reliant on technocratic and bureaucratic expertise. 30 For 

example, Indonesia's government bureaucracy expanded by two thirds 

between 1974 and 1984 – a change also reflected in Deplu. 31  A 1983 

reorganisation of Deplu saw the dismantling of some of the residual post-1965 

structure and improved efficiencies in the division of operational and 

supportive wings headed by a Secretary-General and Inspector-General 

respectively.32 Although the reorganisation 'handed back' some Jakarta based 

positions to civilian career diplomats, certain positions were, in effect, still 

reserved for military officers.33  

Despite a tendency to see foreign policy influence in New Order Indonesia in 

terms of a civil-military power dichotomy, the foreign policy authority of the 

State Secretary (Mensesneg) increased at the expense of both Deplu and 

                                                   

30 Elson, Suharto: A Political Biography, 234. In the early New Order, foreign policy influence 

resided in individual former army intelligence officers, who had served under Suharto in 

previous commands. These advisors, known as ‘SPRI’ (Staf Pribadi), included prominent 

individuals such as Soejono Humardhani, Suharto’s advisor for economic affairs and the SPRI 

Political Affairs, Brigadier General Ali Murtopo.  
31 Two thirds expansion of bureaucracy in Elson, Ibid., 233. 
32 Hein, Soeharto’s Foreign Policy, 156. 
33 Rizal Sukma, 'Indonesia-China Relations: The Politics of Re-engagement', Asian Survey, 49, 

no. 4 (July/August 2009): 79. 
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Hankam during the eighties.34 Although State Secretaries Sudharmono and 

Moerdiono were retired military officers, and therefore technically civilians, 

their increasing influence over foreign policy decision-making during their 

tenures in the 1980s and 1990s should not be understood as an empowerment 

of civilian authority over foreign affairs. These former military men were 

fundamentally a product of their historical experience and, more pertinently, 

the architects of the New Order's historiography, which imbued the military 

with a privileged position in the nation's birth and salvation from both 

colonialism and communism.35 This does not imply, of course, that Suharto 

always agreed with senior ABRI officers on foreign policy issues and in fact, 

there were several instances where he opposed the wishes of military 

command, most notably over relations with China. Yet, Suharto and his 

cohort of trusted army officers brought a fundamentally conservative, 

security-oriented approach not just to foreign policy, but nation-building 

more generally. 'Once an ABRI man, always an ABRI man', as one former 

general characterised the blurred distinction between serving and retired 

military officers during the New Order.36  

In 1983, international lawyer Mochtar Kusumaatmadja was replaced by career 

diplomat Ali Alatas as Foreign Minister. Kusumaatmadja, who had been in 

                                                   

34 Suharto used his State Secretaries as unofficial diplomatic envoys, bypassing the foreign 

ministry and indeed military command, particularly on sensitive foreign policy issues such as 

Indonesia’s normalisation of relations with China. It was State Secretary Moerdiono, for 

example, that announced Indonesia’s decision to normalise relations with China in 1989 and 

who had handled negotiations exclusive of Deplu, See Leo Suryadinata, 'Indonesia-China 

Relations: A Recent Breakthrough', Asian Survey, 30, no. 7 (July 1990): 692; Michael Vatikiotis 

quoted in Michael Williams, 'Indonesia and China Make Up: Reflections on a Troubled 

Relationship', Indonesia, 51, (1991): 155.  
35 On New Order historiography or 'foundational myths', see Adrian Vickers and Katherine 

McGregor, 'Public Debates About History: Comparative Notes from Indonesia', History 

Australia, 2, no. 2 (2005) 44-1-44-13; and chapter three of Geoffrey Gunn, New World Hegemony 

in the Malay World (Eritrea: The Red Sea Press, 2000). 
36 Conversation with retired Major-General, Jakarta, September, 2011. 
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the portfolio since 1978, was credited with streamlining the leadership, 

administrative and financial systems of Deplu, and improving coordination 

and dissemination of information between Jakarta and its overseas missions.37 

Meanwhile, in response to external variables, Indonesia's civilian diplomatic 

and technocratic expertise was increasingly engaged in the 

internationalisation of Indonesia's economy and regional community 

building. The latter was aimed at integrating regional behemoth, China, and 

institutionalising regional economic and security cooperation.  

By the 1990s, defending the indefensible was an increasingly bitter pill to 

swallow for highly-regarded Foreign Minister Ali Alatas and senior Deplu 

officials as they confronted international criticism of serious human rights 

violations in the provinces of East Timor, Aceh and Papua.38 The educational 

backgrounds of Indonesia's senior civilian diplomats, moreover, many of 

them with international law qualifications, predisposed them to international 

legal and human rights norms, in contrast to many of their ABRI 

counterparts.39 

                                                   

37 Hein, Soeharto’s Foreign Policy, 154. Kusumaatmadja is widely acclaimed as the architect of 

Indonesia’s archipelagic principle (Konsepsi Nusantara), which ultimately led Indonesia to 

successfully claim jurisdiction over all the waters within and surrounding its archipelago. For 

a detailed historical account of the evolution of Indonesia’s archipelagic doctrine see John 

Butcher, 'Becoming An Archipelagic State: The Juanda Declaration of 1957 and the ‘Struggle’ 

to Gain International Recognition of the Archipelagic Principle', in Robert Cribbs & Michelle 

Ford eds., Indonesia beyond the Water’s Edge: Managing an Archipelagic State, (Singapore: 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009), 28-48.  
38 One former senior Deplu official recounted, for example, that following the 1991 Dili 

massacre, ABRI headquarters took three weeks to report back to the United Nations 

Secretary-General and, moreover, deliberately underestimated the number of dead. Interview 

with former ambassador and retired senior Deplu official, Jakarta, September 23, 2011. 
39 Foreign Ministers Mochtar Kusumaatmadja, Ali Alatas and Hassan Wirajuda all possessed 

international law qualifications. Kusumaatmadja was a graduate of Yale Law School. Career 

diplomat Ali Alatas, held a law degree from the University Indonesia and Hassan Wirajuda, a 

doctorate in international law from the University of Virginia. 
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Although the military's political ascendancy had had a positive impact on 

Indonesia's external relations when contrasted with the belligerent policies of 

the Soekarno years, external factors precipitated by the end of the Cold War 

combined with internal developments placed Indonesia's human rights 

record under increasing external scrutiny, especially from  the Suharto 

regime's long-time partner, the US. With the onset of the Asian financial crisis, 

Indonesia's foreign ministry and the country's international credibility more 

broadly was held hostage to a discredited authoritarian regime that was 

rapidly losing its domestic as well as international legitimacy. The lack of 

civilian authority over the direction and control of the New Order's foreign 

policy had meant Indonesia under a military-backed regime was increasingly 

out-of-step with international norms on democratic governance and human 

rights.  

At the end of the 1990s, fundamental changes to the bureaucratic and 

ideational basis of the country's foreign policy, already in the consciousness of 

Indonesia's foreign minister and senior bureaucrats, remained constrained by 

stagnation in the country's domestic power structures. The diplomatic respect 

Indonesia garnered from its leadership of Southeast Asian regionalism during 

the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s was undermined domestically by the 

military's heavy-handed response to internal dissent. 

Renewal 

Crisis 

Between 1997 and 1998, faced with a plummeting currency, broad insolvency 

and loss of business and investor confidence, Indonesia plunged into the third 
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major political transition since independence.40 As the Asian financial crisis 

evolved into a deeper political and security crisis for Indonesia, the legitimacy 

of President Suharto's 32 year authoritarian, military-backed regime, 

predicated on economic growth for stability, crumbled. The pent up pressure 

for democratisation and demands for an end to crony capitalism, political 

repression and military human rights abuses manifested itself in mass 

mobilisation against the New Order government and demands for democratic 

reform or reformasi. Suharto's resignation on 21 May 1998 and replacement by 

Vice President B.J. Habibie had been preceded by riots, particularly in Java. 

Amidst a multi-dimensional, political, security and economic crisis, President 

Habibie, in cooperation with a cohort of prominent reform-minded elites, 

initiated a comprehensive reform process underpinned by sweeping 

constitutional and legislative changes, a process that continued in earnest 

under his successor, Abdurrahman Wahid.41 

Indonesia's foreign policy during this period had increasingly taken on the 

appearance of damage control in trying to restore international investor 

confidence and manage the serious diplomatic fallout from military-

orchestrated violence in East Timor following an overwhelming vote for 

                                                   

40 In 1998, the Rupiah plummeted to Rp 17,000 to one US dollar. Unemployment rose to 

almost ten million, large numbers of companies and banks became technically bankrupt, and 

a drought and financial crisis converged to cause widespread food shortages. See Richard 

Mann, Economic Crisis in Indonesia: The Full Story, (Bath: Gateway Books, 1998), 1-11.  
41 The 1945 Constitution, which traditionally provided for a strong presidential system, has 

undergone four stages of amendments since 1999, which have reconfigured power away from 

the executive to the legislative and judicial arms of government, established a constitutional 

court and new regional legislatures, instituted direct presidential elections with fixed five-

year terms and significantly enhanced human rights provisions. For an excellent analysis of 

these reforms see Harold Crouch, Political Reform in Indonesia After Soeharto (Singapore: 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2010). For a detailed account of the impact of the Asian 

financial crisis on Indonesia and the resulting political and security machinations in Jakarta 

surrounding the fall of Soeharto see Kevin O’Rourke, Reformasi: The Struggle for Power in Post-

Soeharto Indonesia (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen and Unwin, 2002). 
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independence in August 1999. 42  The violence in East Timor not only 

highlighted Habibie's inability to control the military, but also the corrosive 

impact of domestic political upheaval on Indonesia's foreign policy following 

Suharto's resignation. 

Following the general election in June 1999, which brought Islamic leader 

Aburrahman Wahid to power, Foreign Minister Ali Alatas, who had been in 

the portfolio since 1983, was replaced by the surprise appointment of Islamic 

scholar and Nahdlatul Ulama parliamentarian Alwi Shihab.  Departing from 

convention, Shihab had no formal diplomatic experience and was burdened 

by his dual responsibilities as foreign minister and Personal Assistant (ASPRI, 

Asisten Pribadi) to the President. Indonesia's foreign policy during this period 

was dominated by President Wahid, whose erratic leadership style was 

reflected in a somewhat unorthodox approach to foreign affairs.43   

After Wahid's impeachment in 2001, the appointment of Soekarno's daughter, 

Megawati Soekarnoputri as Indonesia's new head of state ushered Alatas 

protégé, Hassan Wirajuda, into the foreign affairs portfolio. In spite of a 

broadly unfavourable view of Megawati's leadership capabilities, the 

appointment of Wirajuda proved a highly positive development for the 

foreign ministry and for Indonesia's international reputation more generally.  

The weakness of President Megawati in matters of foreign policy, and her 

                                                   

42  In 1998 President Habibie agreed to a UN-sponsored ballot in East Timor for either 

autonomy or independence to be held the following year. Throughout 1999, TNI-backed 

militias conducted a systematic campaign of violence and terror in an attempt to sabotage a 

vote in favour of independence.  
43 Wahid's foreign policy style has been characterised as impulsive and erratic.  A number of 

former diplomats spoke of the difficulties Wahid's style posed for the foreign ministry in 

attempting to implement his spontaneous foreign policy initiatives in which he would 

subsequently lose interest. Interviews with Indonesia's foreign policy community, Jakarta, 

September - October 2011 and September - October 2012.  
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preoccupation with domestic issues, only served to enhance Wirajuda's 

autonomy and capacity to oversee substantive foreign policy reforms.   

Codification and Clarification  

Indonesia's post-authoritarian political landscape was the result of negotiation 

and compromise between civilian political elites and military commanders on 

the subsequent pace and shape of democratic reform. 44  The flurry of 

constitutional, legislative and regulatory reforms initiated in the 1999 to 2001 

period, can be understood in the context of the military's 'willingness' to 

relinquish aspects of its power and accommodate the process of democratic 

change. In this sense, shifts in the institutional and ideational basis of 

Indonesia's foreign policy were fundamentally a product of changes in civil-

military relations.  

Among the key reforms in civil-military relations to impact on the operation 

of the foreign ministry was the end of kekaryaan in 1998 and the termination of 

ABRI's dwifungsi doctrine two years later. But it was the broader changes 

wrought by democratisation, which had a greater impact on foreign policy 

influence and orientation. Suharto's removal from the apex of power changed 

foreign policy-making dynamics considerably. Moreover, greater checks and 

balances applied on the former absolute power of the executive, together with 

the military's withdrawal from active politics, saw institutional foreign policy 

influence shift back to the foreign ministry after more than three decades.  

Although the reforms relating specifically to Indonesia's foreign policy were 

less profound than those in the security sector, they were nonetheless 

significant in their attempt to strengthen the institutional authority of Deplu 

                                                   

44 Crouch, Political Reform in Indonesia, 127-90. 
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and reshape a foreign policy convergent with Indonesia's reformasi political 

context. Between 1999 and 2004 a series of laws and presidential decrees were 

passed which placed Indonesia's foreign policy on a firmer institutional 

footing, augmenting civilian authority and capacity. In 1999, for example, the 

DPR passed Law No. 37/1999 on Foreign Relations which provided a clearer 

legal foundation for Indonesia's foreign policy based on national laws and 

international legal norms. 45 The 1999 Law reaffirmed the independent and 

active tenets of Indonesia's foreign policy and was an attempt to project a new 

image of Indonesian diplomacy – one which was 'active, creative and 

anticipative' rather than "routine and reactive". 46 The rationale for the Law 

was explained by the need to address 'the absence of a comprehensive and 

integrated legislative approach to regulating foreign relations'.47  

Law 37/1999 articulated the need to guarantee legal certainty for the conduct 

of Indonesia's foreign relations and implementation of foreign policy, 

including coordination between government agencies and between units 

within the foreign ministry. 48   In addition, Law 37/1999 broadened the 

definition of Indonesia's 'foreign relations' to reflect the devolution of political 

and fiscal authority to Indonesia's regions, and the increasing involvement of 

non-state actors in international engagement. It redefined Indonesia's foreign 

relations as 'all activities encompassing regional and international aspects 

conducted by the Government at central and regional level, or institutions, 

state agencies, business organisations, political organisations, community 

                                                   

45 See Undang-Undang Republik Indonesia Nomor 37 Tahun 1999 tentang Hubungan Luar 

Negeri [Law No. 37/1999 on Foreign Relations], 

http://www.djpp.depkumham.go.id/inc/buka.php?czoyNToiZD0xOTAwKzk5JmY9dXUzNy0

xOTk5Lmh0bSI7 
46  Ibid. 
47  See the 'Penjelasan’, (Explanation) section of the bill.  
48  Ibid.  
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organisations, non-government organisations or Indonesian citizens'.49  

In the following year, Law 24/2000 on International Agreements was passed 

under the administration of President Wahid, to provide legal certainty to the 

drafting and ratification of international agreements. 50   The 1960 Guided 

Democracy-era presidential decree, which had been used as the legal 

guidance for international agreements for the duration of the New Order, was 

deemed 'no longer in accordance with the spirit of reformasi'.51  In practice, 

Indonesia's Constitution, which had long given the President authority to 

make international agreements subject to the approval of the legislature, 

provided little clarification with respect to defining the authority of the 

executive vis-à-vis the legislature in drafting and ratifying international 

agreements.52 As a result, Law 24/2000 mandated an extensive consultation 

and coordination process between the executive, the legislature (DPR) and 

other relevant agencies. The 2000 Law further stipulated that international 

agreements were to be guided by 'national interests', and based on the 

principles of 'equality, mutual benefit, and which took account of both 

national and international law'.53 It also aimed to counter, according to one 

foreign ministry official, a plethora of 'souvenir agreements' concluded by 

various government officials without coordination with the foreign ministry 

or approval of the foreign minister.54  

                                                   

49 Ibid. See Section I, Ketentuan Umum [Chapter I, General Stipulation]. 
50  See Undang-Undang Republik Indonesia Nomor 24 Tahun 2000 Tentang Perjanjian 

Internasional [Law 24/2000 on International Agreements] 

http://www.dephan.go.id/kln/daftar_phln/UU%202000%20No%2024%20ttg%20Perjanjian%20

Internasional.pdf  
51

  For mention of the 1960 presidential decree see 'Menimbang' [Consideration], Ibid.  
52 Ibid. 
53 See Bab II, Pasal 4 [Section II, Article 4] Ibid. 
54 Interview with Kemlu official, Jakarta, September 16, 2011.  



113 

 

Although Law 24/2000 did not fundamentally change the ratification powers 

of the DPR, it was clearly an attempt to limit presidential authority and, as 

such, referred to 'confusion' under previous legislation which had only 

stipulated the executive and legislature's responsibilities for ratification, and 

not for the drafting of international agreements. 55 Such a move had clear 

historical justification with the previous implementation of agreements 

perceived as detrimental to Indonesia's national interests. Suharto's decision 

to normalise relations with China in 1989, for example, and his subsequent 

Agreement on Maintaining Security (AMS) with Australia in 1995, were 

announced by the executive as a fait accompli without the prior consultation of 

the DPR or even knowledge of the foreign minister. Empowerment of the 

DPR as a result of democratisation was to have a significantly greater impact 

on foreign policy, however than specific legislative reforms. The increased 

willingness of the DPR – through its powerful Commission process – to hold 

the executive to account on foreign policy issues is evident in its refusal to 

ratify international agreements signed by the executive.56 

                                                   

55 The bill states 'dalam praktiknya menimbulkan banyak kesimpang-siuran' [in practice it gave rise 

to much confusion]. See paragraph three of Penjalasan [Explanation] Ibid. 
56 See for example, Jorn Dosch, 'The Impact of Democratisation on the Making of Foreign 

Policy in Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines', Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 5 

(2006): 42-70; Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 'The Impact of Domestic and Asian Regional Changes on 

Indonesian Foreign Policy', Southeast Asian Affairs 2010, no. 1 (2010): 126-141. In 2002, the 

Megawati government signed an ASEAN agreement on tackling regional haze pollution 

problems, caused by the effects of forest burning in Sumatra and Kalimantan. The Agreement 

was met, however, with stiff opposition in Indonesia’s DPR who argued that the DPR should 

only ratify the bill if ASEAN members agreed to cooperate in combating illegal logging. 

Similarly, a bilateral Defence Cooperation Agreement with Singapore was met with similar 

hostility in the DPR, who viewed its provisions as a threat to Indonesia’s territorial integrity 

and refused to ratify it. The DPR understood there was political leverage in withholding 

ratification of agreements that would benefit Malaysian and Singaporean interests. Indonesia 

linked the DCA with Singapore to a bilateral extradition treaty, which would see the potential 

repatriation of billions of dollars from ethnic Chinese corruption suspects, who had evaded 

Indonesian justice by residing in Singapore.  There was sentiment that Indonesia 'had always 

been on short end of the stick with Singapore and Malaysia' and a strong 'quid pro quo' 
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Aside from the positive practical effects of Laws 37/1999 and 24/2000 in 

clarifying foreign policy responsibilities and strengthening legislative 

oversight, there were important ideational aspects to the legislation. Through 

its role in drafting the bills, the foreign ministry sought to redefine Indonesia's 

national interests and by, extension, its foreign policy objectives, convergent 

with democratic, participatory politics. Mindful of the New Order's reactive 

and punitive approach to foreign policy differences, particularly in response 

to international human rights criticisms, the foreign ministry sought to ascribe 

greater initiative and maturity to the conduct of Indonesia's diplomacy. 

Civilian Primacy and 'Self-Improvement'  

Backed by Presidential Decree 119/2001 on the New Structure of Deplu, newly 

appointed Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda initiated a comprehensive 

reform process within Deplu and its diplomatic missions under a 'process of 

self-improvement' (proses benah-diri). The foreign ministry's process of internal 

improvement was comprised of three key elements: the restructure of the 

department; the restructure of Indonesia's overseas diplomatic missions and 

thirdly, improvements to the diplomatic profession (profesi diplomat). The 

reforms, supported by the 2001 presidential decree, were designed to better 

reflect Indonesia's democratic values and the practice of modern corporate 

culture. Aimed at 'eradicating previous sectoral divisions and implementing a 

more integrated approach to foreign policy governance', the decree aimed to 

ameliorate bureaucratic inefficiencies and improve dynamism and creativity 

within the foreign policy bureaucracy. 57   

                                                                                                                                                  

element in the DPR's refusal to cooperate. Interview with former DPR member, September 26, 

2012. 
57 The 2001 restructure was operationalised in 2002. See Departemen Luar Negeri Republik 

Indonesia, 'Keputusan Presiden Nomor 119 tahun 2001 tentang Struktur Baru Departemen 
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Under Wirajuda's self-improvement process, Deplu's information technology 

infrastructure was improved with the implementation of an integrated, 

encrypted communications technology system for Deplu and its overseas 

missions.58  As democratic precepts of good governance and public service 

provision were internalised with varying degrees of success by the Indonesian 

bureaucracy, there was an increased focus on corporate transparency and 

accountability. Facilitated by improvements in information technology, Deplu 

established web portals for consular assistance, media services, and 

complaints, and included the contact details of embassy staff on their 

websites. Foreign Minister, Hassan Wirajuda, further encouraged senior 

Deplu officials including ambassadors, to 'more readily delegate to 

subordinates, increase information sharing and to embrace developments in 

information technology'.59  In an attempt to reform a formerly inflexible and 

hierarchical decision-making culture he called for a 'flatter' organisation and 

more democratic leadership, with less distance between information 

collection, processing and decision-making.60  

The 2001 restructure of the ministry was significant in both its practical and 

ideational effects on the organisation. For example, it provided for a single 

interface between Jakarta and individual diplomatic missions, and changed 

                                                                                                                                                  

Luar' in Section III. Perkembangan Organisasi dan Administrasi Deplu, Pernyataan Pers 

Menteri Luar Negeri RI Refleksi Tahun 2002 Dan Proyeksi Tahun 2003' [Presidential Decision 

119/2001 on the New Structure of Deplu, Section III, Development of the Organisation and 

Administration  of Deplu in Minister of Foreign Affairs Press Release, Reflections on 2002 and 

Projections for 2003], 8 January 2003, http://www.kbri-canberra.org.a/press/press030108i.htm 
58 See Kementerian Luar Negeri Republik Indonesia, 'Transkripsi Pidato Menteri Luar Negeri 

Republik Indonesia, Dr. N. Hassan Wirajuda, pada Acara Peluncuran Portal Deplu' [Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, Transcript of Speech by Minister of Foreign Affairs Dr N Hassan Wirajuda 

at the Launch of Deplu's Portal], October 8, 2009, 

http://www.deplu.go.id/Pages/SpeechTranscriptionDisplay.aspx?IDP=462&l=en  
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid.  
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the New Order's functional organisation of the ministry to a geographic basis; 

a development reflecting the demise of the military's former functional 

approach to the management of foreign affairs. Most significantly, the 

restructure ended the military's thirty six year institutionalisation within the 

foreign ministry, Jakarta.  Immediately prior to the 2001 restructure, there had 

been three active TNI officers in Deplu – the Director-General for Information 

and Socio-Cultural Relations; the Inspector-General; and the Director for the 

Security and Development of the Overseas Indonesian Community. 61 

Although military officers continued to serve in ambassadorial posts, their 

numbers declined markedly after reformasi.62  

In 2003, a follow-up presidential decree, 108/2003 on the Organisation of 

Indonesia's Diplomatic Missions, formalised reforms designed to increase the 

capacity of Indonesia's diplomatic missions and the professionalism of 

                                                   

61  These were Dirjen Hubsosbudpen (Direktor Jenderal Hubungan Sosial Budaya dan 

Penerangan), Director-General for Socio-Culutural and Information Relations; Irjen Deplu  

(Inspektor-Jenderal Deplu) and the Dirmanbinmaslugri (Direktor Pengamanan dan 

Pembinaan Masyarakat Indonesia Di Luar Negeri), Director for the Security and 

Development of the Overseas Community. In the period 2000-01, these positions were 

replaced by career diplomats.  The last Indonesian military officer to serve in Deplu was the 

Inspector-General, Admiral Muda Aa Kusia, who subsequently became Indonesia’s 

Ambassador to Beijing. All positions held by military officers were replaced by career 

diplomats. Email communication with Kemlu official, Jakarta, November 23, 2010.  
62 Kemlu was unable to provide precise figures, but in 2011 estimated the number of current 

TNI ambassadors at about 2–3 out of 116. According to unofficial data, as at March 2012 there 

were two former Indonesian Armed Forces (TNI) officers serving as ambassadors, Lieutenant 

General (ret'd) Safzen Noerdin (Iraq) and Air Marshal (ret'd) Herman Prayitno (Malaysia), see 

Kedutaan Besar Indonesia, Wikipedia, 

http://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kedutaan_besar_Indonesia#Daftar_duta_besar_Indonesia Under 

the New Order, ABRI officers were usually posted to ASEAN capitals and to New Delhi, 

Moscow and Pyongyang. According to a Kemlu official, the numbers have decreased 

significantly since reformasi and the appointment of party political appointees into 

ambassadorial posts is now considered a greater threat by some career diplomats. Interview 

with foreign ministry official, Jakarta, September 16, 2011; written communication with 

Kemlu official, 22 January 2013. 
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Indonesia's diplomatic service.63 Reforms focussed on improving the quality 

of Indonesia's diplomatic representation through the conduct of foreign 

policy, which was 'more, coordinated and effective' and by 'increasing 

organisational and human resource capacity'. 64  Heads of Missions 

(ambassadors, consul generals, and consuls), for example, were provided with 

greater autonomy, but were also required to be more accountable in their 

responsibility over the tasking and function of diplomatic missions. The 

decree stipulated that they submit Strategic Plans and Annual Operational 

Plans, including performance indicators, to be achieved during their tenure. It 

aimed to clarify the duties and the responsibilities of the Heads of Mission, 

particularly for the benefit of non-foreign ministry officers posted abroad. 

Importantly, under Decree 108/2003, the appointment of defence and other 

attachés was made subject to the foreign minister on the advice of relevant 

departments. The decree mandated that for operational and administrative 

matters they were 'not to be separate from the mission'.65  Although, this last 

stipulation was clearly a response to the military's former autonomy at 

missions, it also aimed to counter the irregular and individual-based loci of 

influence indicative of the New Order period generally. 

Redefining Diplomacy, Redefining the State 

In the space of a few years, Indonesia had transformed itself into the world's 

third largest democracy. The international appeal of Indonesia's new 

democratic credentials was not lost on policy-makers who readily adopted 

                                                   

63 See 'Menimbang'[Consideration] in Keputusan President RI No. 108 Tahun 2003 Tentang 

Organisasi Perwakilan RI Di Luar Negeri [Presidential Decision 108/2003 on the Organisation 

of Indonesia's Overseas Diplomatic Missions], April 6, 2004, http:/kemlu.go.id/ 

PeraturanTerkait/Keppres%20No.%20108%20Tahun%202003.pdf 
64 Ibid.  
65 Ibid.  See Bab VII, Pasal 22 [Section VII, Article 22]. 
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Joseph Nye's 'soft power' thesis in pursuit of strategies that could maximise 

Indonesia's newly acquired diplomatic assets – democracy, Islam and 

pluralism – in support of foreign policy objectives. 66 It did not matter that 

Indonesia's internal democratisation experience was far from linear or 

complete. Democratisation provided the opportunity for foreign policy 

reformists, chief among them Wirajuda, to reassert Indonesia's aspirations for 

regional leadership and seek global gravitas, albeit in a project framed by 

democratic norms.67 By appropriating the rhetoric of liberal democracy into 

Indonesia's foreign policy discourse – democracy and pluralism – and 

marrying them with Indonesia's majority religion, Islam, Indonesian elites 

redefined Indonesia's national self-image, based not on the seeming 

incompatibility of these elements, but on their inherent complementarity, at 

least in the Indonesian context.   

Meanwhile, Deplu's promotion of Indonesia's new soft power attributes and 

its recognition that public diplomacy was a vital means of promoting a 

positive domestic and international image of Indonesia, was reflected in 

                                                   

66 The concept of 'soft power’ is most closely identified with Harvard academic Joseph Nye 

and was readily internalised in Deplu as a means of promoting Indonesia’s newly democratic 

credentials in the international community. See 'Pak Hassan Telah Mengukir Masa Emas 

Diplomasi Indonesia' [Hassan Crafts Golden Era of Indonesian Diplomacy], Tabloid Diplomasi, 

November 22, 2009, http://www.tabloiddiplomasi.org/previous-isuue/69-november-2009/625-

pak-hassan-telah-mengukir-masa-emas-diplomasi-indonesia.html; Meidyatama 

Suryodiningrat, 'Soft Power: A Hard course for RI foreign policy', The Jakarta Post, January 11, 

2006, http://www.accessmylibrary.com/article-1G1-142418142/soft-power-hard-course.html; 

Joseph S. Nye, 'The Changing Nature of World Power', Political Science Quarterly, 105, no.2 

(Summer 1990): 177-92. 
67  There were, of course, a number of influential policy actors outside Deplu driving 

normative changes in Indonesia's foreign policy. Prominent among them were (the late) Hadi 

Soesastro, Rizal Sukma and other CSIS Jakarta-based intellectuals. In addition, there was 

Indonesian foreign policy intellectual and former presidential advisor, Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 

and former DPR legislators such as Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, Marzuki Darusman and 

Djoko Susilo. For the names of influential Deplu officers under Wirajuda, see Abdul Khalik, 

'Hassan's boys shape RI's current diplomacy', The Jakarta Post, October 12, 2009. 
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organisational changes. A new Directorate-General for Information and 

Public Diplomacy (Ditjen IDP), for example, was established as part of the 

2001 reorganisation of the ministry and ambassadors designate were briefed 

on promoting moderate Islam and democratic values as part of Indonesia's 

public diplomacy efforts.68 

Aside from changes in the legal and organisational basis of Indonesia's 

foreign policy, the concept of diplomacy itself was redefined as a result of the 

country's democratic transition. Wirajuda's reformasi era concept of 'diplomasi 

total' (total diplomacy) involved all components of society and as such was 

reconfigured as something more inclusive and comprehensive than merely 

the tool by which foreign service officers could advance Indonesia's foreign 

policy objectives. The foreign ministry defined total diplomacy as the 

'instrument and manner utilised in diplomacy through the involvement of all 

stakeholders and exploitation of all means of influence (lini kekuatan) or multi-

track diplomacy'. 69  The inclusivity and plurality of Indonesia's total 

diplomacy can be understood as a reaction against a foreign policy previously 

controlled by an oligarchy of military and New Order elites and it sought 

active participation by the public in foreign policy formulation. As a function 

of total diplomacy, Deplu broadened foreign policy consultation and 

deliberation through regular interaction with civil society. A weekly foreign 

policy breakfast attended by a range of civil society representatives was 

                                                   

68 For reference to Direktorat-Jenderal Informasi dan Diplomasi Publik, see 'Reorganisasi 

Deplu Intensifkan Diplomasi Bilateral' [Deplu Reorganisation Intensifies Bilateral 

Diplomacy], Koran Tempo, 8 January 2002, http://arsip.net/id/link.php?lh=C1wBUIFdAFBb; 

Interview with academic and former Indonesian ambassador to Europe, September 26, 2011.  
69 Track I, II and III diplomacy equates to government-to-government engagement; academic-

level engagement; and NGO and civil society exchange respectively.  See Kementerian Luar 

Negeri Republik Indonesia, 'Visi Kementerian Luar Negeri',  Landasan, Visi, Misi, Polugri' 

[Vision of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Republic of Indonesia, Foundations, Vision and 

Mission of Foreign Policy], http://www.deplu.go.id/Pages/Polugri.aspx?l=id  
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instituted, for example, and media, interfaith and education outreach 

programs established.70 

The newly democratic state's obligation and duty to protect its citizens was 

reflected in both Indonesia's numerous new constitutional provisions on 

human rights, Law 37/1999 on Foreign Relations, and within the bureaucracy 

generally in organisational changes and shifts in foreign policy priorities. 

During Wirajuda's tenure, for example, Deplu set about improving its service 

to and protection of Indonesian nationals overseas. This was a particularly 

salient issue for Indonesia, which aside from the Philippines, has one of the 

largest migrant workforces in the world. In 2001, Deplu established a special 

Human Rights Directorate and Directorate for the Protection of Indonesian 

Nationals and in 2007, established a Citizen Service facility to provide 

consular and administration support to Indonesian migrant workers based 

overseas, known as Tenaga Kerja Indonesia ('TKI').71 The protection of its 

citizens abroad was elevated to one of Indonesia's highest foreign policy 

                                                   

70 For some practical examples of some of the outreach activities conducted by Deplu under 

Wirajuda,  see Universitas Katolik Parahyangan, 'Seminar "Optimalisasi Politik Luar Negeri 

RI Dalam Mendukung Ketahanan Pangan Nasional' [Seminar on the Optimalisation of 

Indonesian Foreign Policy in Support of National Food Security], August 7, 2008, 

http://www.unpar.ac.id/berita.php?cmd=view&id=20080807160331&PHPWEBMAILSESSID=

08026de8d395b5d73e73305ce5a17fc9; 'Foreign Policy Breakfast: Diplomasi di Tengah 

Lingkungan Dunia yang Bergejolak' [Diplomacy in a Tumultuous World], Tabloid Diplomasi, 

22 August 2009, http://www.tabloiddiplomasi.org/previous-isuue/46-september-2008/328-

foreign-policy-breakfast-diplomasi-di-tengah-lingkungan-dunia-yang-bergejolak.html; and 

for Deplu's partnership with Muhammadiyah, see Transkripsi Joint Press Conference Menteri 

Luar Negeri RI, Hassan Wirajuda dan Menteri Luar Negeri Australia, Alexander Downer 

[Joint Press Conference Transcription of Indonesian Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda and 

Australian Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer], 'Dialogue on Interfaith Cooperation: 

Community Building and Harmony', Yogyakarta, 6 December 2004, http://www.kbri-

canberra.org.au/speeches/2004/041206interfaith.htm. See also Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 'The 

Impact of Domestic and Asian Regional Changes on Indonesian Foreign Policy', Southeast 

Asian Affairs 2010, no. 1 (2010):131. 
71  Renne Kawilarang, 'Warisan Besar Menlu Hassan Wirajdua' [Foreign Minister Hassan 

Wirajuda's Significant Legacy], Vivanews.com, 22 October 2009, 

http://dunia.vivanews.com/news/read/98969-warisan_besar_menlu_hassan_wirajuda  
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priorities and sits alongside 'advancing democracy, human rights and the 

environment'.72 In Indonesia's newly democratic polity, the ill-treatment of 

Indonesian migrant workers, mostly female maids, has proved not only a 

contentious foreign policy issue, particularly with respect to Malaysia and 

Saudi Arabia, but a further test of the government's responsiveness on human 

rights issues generally.73  There had been growing domestic political pressure 

on the government to address the TKI issue. The ill-treatment of domestic 

workers by Malaysian employers had become, along with territorial disputes 

and alleged appropriation of Indonesia's cultural heritage, a lodestone for 

public criticisms of Malaysia.74 

Democratic Diplomacy? 

To measure the efficacy of Indonesia's foreign policy reforms, one must 

understand the motivations both behind a concerted program of bureaucratic 

reform within Indonesia's foreign ministry and the inclusion of democracy 

                                                   

72  See Badan Perencanaan dan Pembangunan Nasional, 'Rencana Pembangunan Jangka 

Menengah Nasional Tahun 2010-2014, 6.2. Sub-bidang Politik Luar Negeri' [National 

Planning and Development Agency, National Medium Term Development Plan, Sub-field 

Foreign Policy], 11.6-35, Pelayanan dan Perlindungan WNI/BHI di Luar Negeri [Service to 

and Protection of Indonesian Citizens/Indonesian Legal Entities], 

http://www.bappenas.go.id/node/0/2518/ 
73 Public outrage over the ill-treatment and even execution of Indonesian maids, the latter case 

in Saudi Arabia, led the government to impose temporary moratoriums on sending female 

labour or ‘TKW’ abroad. It also spurred greater interagency cooperation within Indonesia in 

dealing with the issue. See Yayan G. H. Mulyana, 'Migrant workers as foreign policy issue', 

The Jakarta Post, September 17, 2011, http://www.december18.net/article/migrant-workers-

foreign-policy-issue 
74 In 2005 Indonesia and Malaysia were involved in naval skirmishes over Ambalat. Perceived 

attempts by Malaysia to appropriate Indonesia’s cultural heritage in its 'Malaysia: Truly Asia' 

tourist promotional campaign ignited anti-Malaysian sentiment in Indonesia, which played 

out in DPR, media and social networking sites. Malaysia’s use of an Indonesian folk song 

‘Rasa Sayange’ and the Bali Pendet dance in their advertising campaign, resulted in violent 

protests against the Malaysian Embassy and threats by vigilante groups to conduct ‘raids’ 

against Malaysians in Jakarta. See 'Indonesia’s anti-Malaysia feeling still strong', Asia News 

Network, September 15, 2009, http://www.asianewsnet.net/print.php?id=7768 
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and human rights promotion among Indonesia's top foreign policy priorities. 

In instrumental terms, these motivations can be understood as attempts to 

regain civilian control over foreign policy decision-making and to ameliorate 

widespread bureaucratic inefficiencies within the ministry, (rebadged from a 

department (Deplu) to a ministry (Kemlu) in November 2009). In addition, the 

projection of a democratic foreign policy also served important political 

functions in enhancing the government's legitimacy to both domestic and 

international constituencies. This section examines whether institutional 

reforms and ideational changes have had their desired effects and to what 

extent they have changed Indonesia's foreign policy governance. 

Greater Plurality, Greater Contestation 

In structural terms, it could be said that democratisation has greatly enhanced 

civilian authority and agency in Indonesia's foreign policy. Changes to 

domestic power structures and especially the withdrawal of the military from 

active politics has effectively ended the power contests between the armed 

forces and the foreign ministry that was much evident during the New Order. 

The military now defers to the foreign ministry on matters relating to external 

relations, even on contentious territorial and sovereignty-based issues. 75 

Moreover, democratisation has diminished the authority of the executive over 

foreign policy decision-making and inserted greater checks and balances on 

the absolute power of the President. No longer distorted by a reactionary, 

authoritarian prism, the management of foreign policy issues, at least at the 

                                                   

75 A claim for asylum by 43 Papuans in Australia in 2005 is a case in point. Despite the acute 

sovereignty and territorial sensitivities associated with such a claim, Indonesia’s military took 

a backseat role to the foreign ministry on the issue, in stark contrast to their responses during 

the New Order period. Moreover, a number of retired senior military and civilian officials 

interviewed during September 2011, confirmed a deliberate policy of deference to the foreign 

minister on foreign policy issues. 
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government level, is less contested and more centralised under the authority 

of the foreign minister. 

But as democratisation has ended civil-military power contests over foreign 

policy, it has introduced new sites of civilian contestation – principally 

between the legislative and executive arms of government. There are now 

'multiple centres' of foreign policy influence in Indonesia – the DPR, media, 

civil society and the influence of public opinion. 76 Although the principal 

focus of this chapter is the foreign ministry, the effect of greater plurality in 

the foreign policy-making process is immensely significant. Greater plurality 

has, however, not necessarily translated into improved policy-making 

processes or outcomes. In fact, it has in many ways made the management of 

foreign policy issues more inflammatory and difficult for the ministry to 

contain.77 The empowerment of Indonesia's legislature has resulted in the 

increasing politicisation of foreign policy issues as a means of undermining 

the executive, particularly under President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono's 

leadership. In practical terms, the need for the executive to pacify a broad and 

often adversarial coalition of interests, in order to remain in power, is evident 

in an increasing number of party political appointments into ambassadorial 

posts.78 It has also resulted on occasions in what one former diplomat has 

                                                   

76 ‘Multiple centres of power’ is a term used by Anwar, 'The Impact of Domestic and Asian 

Regional Changes on Indonesia’s Foreign Policy', 128. 
77  See Jurgen Ruland, 'Deepening ASEAN cooperation through democratisation? The 

Indonesian legislature and foreign policy making', International Relations of the Asia Pacific, 9, 

no.3 (2009); Donald K Emmerson, 'Security, Community, and Democracy in Southeast Asia: 

Analyzing ASEAN', Japanese Journal of Political Science, 6, no.2 (2005); Anwar, The Impact of 

Domestic and Asian Regional Changes on Indonesian Foreign Policy'; Iis Gindarsah, 

'Democracy and Foreign Policy Making in Indonesia: A Case Study of the Iranian Nuclear 

Issue, 2007-2008', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 34, no. 3 (2012). 
78In a 2011 DPR ‘fit and proper test’ of ambassadorial candidates, there were approximately 

five (out of approximately 116) from political parties. Career diplomats view the appointment 

of politicians as a problem of “professionalism” and the result of presidential political 



124 

 

characterised as a "simplistic" and "nonsensical" approach to foreign policy, 

where legislators have placed their pecuniary and political interests above 

that of sound policy-making.79 

New Order legacies, Improved Efficiencies 

Civil service reform has been described as 'crucial to … deepened democracy 

in Indonesia' and indeed, the nexus between ongoing democratic 

consolidation and improving governance of Indonesia's public sector is a clear 

one.80 By its very nature, the foreign ministry has always attracted high calibre 

applicants, arguably better educated and more cosmopolitan than their 

counterparts in other ministries.81 Yet despite tangible gains derived from 

Wirajuda's self-improvement process, Kemlu remains subject to some of the 

systemic problems endemic to the Indonesian public service more generally. 

Such problems are rooted in Indonesia's bureaucratic culture, which is 

characterised by endemic corruption, lack of financial accountability and 

transparency manifest in significant 'off-line' budget funding, as well as 

                                                                                                                                                  

bargaining and rewards dispensed to maintain a harmonious political coalition. Interview 

with Kemlu official, Jakarta, September 16, 2012. 
79 For example, the way the DPR used its interpellation powers in response to Indonesia’s 

support for UNSC Resolution 1747 imposing sanctions on Iran’s nuclear program, was widely 

viewed as an attempt to embarrass the executive. Interview with former ambassador, Jakarta, 

September 23, 2011. Ann Marie Murphy claims there was direct lobbying of DPR members by 

Iranian officials and, in addition, Iranian-funded trips of Indonesian legislators to Iran. See 

Ann Marie Murphy, 'Democratization and Indonesia’s Foreign Policy: Implications for the 

United States', Asia Policy, 13 (January 2012): 103. 
80 Staffan Synnerstrom, 'The Civil Service: Towards Efficiency, Effectiveness and Honesty', in 

Indonesia: Democracy and the Promise of Good Governance, eds. Andrew MacIntyre and Ross H. 

McLeod, (Singapore: ISEAS, 2007), 160. 
81 Kemlu typically takes graduates with a sound knowledge of Indonesian history and foreign 

policy, and qualifications in international relations and/or international law. Overseas 

qualifications are a big advantage, with selection interviews conducted in in English and the 

second language the applicant claims proficiency in i.e. Arabic or Mandarin. In 2010 there 

were 19,000 applicants, 60 of whom were selected. Interview with Kemlu official, September 

16, 2011 
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general rent-seeking behaviour.82  Considered relatively 'clean' in comparison 

to other ministries there have, however, been several high profile corruption 

cases in recent years implicating senior officers. 83   The issue of 

'supplementary' allowances, for example, where staff receive additional 

payments for attending meetings has created what one observer described as 

a 'per diem culture' (a problem by no means unique to the foreign ministry), 

where diplomats '...attend conferences solely for the payments they receive 

from the foreign donor agency sponsoring an event'.84   

Meanwhile, the general inflexibility in bureaucratic structures and 

recruitment processes means there is no facility for the lateral recruitment of 

individuals from outside the foreign ministry, inhibiting the ministry's access 

to broader skill sets and professional experience. The ministry's outreach to 

civil society has reportedly declined under the current foreign minister, Marty 

Natalegawa, including the incidence of weekly foreign policy breakfasts and 

'Pejambon Kemlu' (coffee) sessions, which were valued highly by a range of 

external stakeholders.85  There have also been criticisms of the ministry in 

terms of the gap between foreign policy aspirations and institutional capacity. 

                                                   

82 Synnerstrom, 'The Civil Service: Towards Efficiency, Effectiveness and Honesty', 159–177. 
83 In the last few years a number of senior foreign ministry officials have been implicated in 

corruption scandals. See 'Kasus Tiket Diplomat, Kejaksaan Belum Berencana Periksa Imron 

Cotan' [Diplomat Ticket Case, No Plans Yet by Attorney-General's Office to Investigate Imron 

Cotan], Tempointeraktif.com, 8 March 2010, 

http://www.tempointeraktif.com/hg/hukum/2010/03/08/brk,20100308-231087,id.html; and 

Rachmadin Ismail, 'Kasus Korupsi di Kemlu, Dubes RI Kanada Diperiksa KPK' [Kemlu 

Corruption Case, Indonesian Ambassador to Canada Investigated by KPK], Detiknews.com, 

January 31, 2012, http://news.detik.com/read/2012/01/31/094724/1829991/10/kasus-korupsi-di-

kemlu-dubes-ri-di-kanada-diperiksa-kpk 
84  Kelley Currie, 'Mirage or Reality? Asia’s Emerging Human Rights and Democracy 

Architecture', (Project 2049 Institute, 2010), 25. 
85 Pejambon relates to the historic Pancasila Building at number 6, Pejambon Street, where 

Indonesia's foreign ministry has been housed since 1950. The decline in foreign policy 

breakfasts and outreach activities was confirmed by a number of respondents interviewed in 

Jakarta between September-October 2011 and September-October 2012. 
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One individual observed what was termed a "sudah diseminarkan" syndrome, 

where seminars were viewed as a kind of substitute for concrete action.86  

Others have described Indonesia's foreign policy in the post-Wirajuda era as 

increasingly 'ad hoc' and pointed to tensions within the bureaucracy.87  

On balance, however, Indonesia's foreign ministry has achieved considerable 

organisational efficiencies in comparison to the New Order period. Wirajuda's 

self-improvement process has facilitated a shift to a merit-based system where 

talented officers can now 'leapfrog' more senior officers into strategic 

positions. Similarly, junior diplomats are now freer to discuss issues directly 

with Director and Director-General levels, an almost unprecedented shift, 

given the previously hierarchical and militaristic culture of Indonesia's 

bureaucracy.  

The enthusiasm and success of reform within the ministry between 2001 and 

2009, is attributable in large part to the agency of Hassan Wirajuda, 

highlighting the role of individual ministers and their capacity to drive 

innovation and reform in foreign policy bureaucracies and in international 

diplomacy more broadly.  Under Wirajuda, Indonesia's foreign policy became 

more responsive to civil society and there was greater emphasis on public 

service provision. Assisted by a process of downsizing in the retirement of 

New Order-era diplomatic and non-diplomatic staff, the foreign ministry 

successfully restructured its bureaucracy to reflect Indonesia's new, 

normative-influenced priorities and improved organisational efficiencies. 

Importantly, Wirajuda was able to garner cooperation and respect from senior 

bureaucrats, legislators, political leaders, and Indonesia's broader foreign 

                                                   

86 Confidential interview, Jakarta, September 27, 2011.  
87 Confidential interviews, Jakarta, September-October 2012. 
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policy epistemic community, in his endeavour to recast Indonesia's foreign 

policy. 

Conclusion  

Indonesia's foreign ministry can be seen as a crucible of the effects of broader 

political and ideological contests on Indonesia's foreign policy. The turbulent 

nature of Indonesia's domestic political transitions—independence revolution, 

parliamentary democracy, authoritarianism, and presidential multiparty 

democracy after 1998 – have had a marked impact on Indonesia's foreign 

policy in institutional and ideational terms. Indonesia's contemporary foreign 

policy is best understood in the context of its post-authoritarian transition, 

encouraging closer analysis of domestic-level influences on its formation.   

In the context of Indonesia's democratic transition, fundamental shifts in 

Indonesia's civil–military relations played out in important legal, 

organisational, and ideational effects on Indonesia's foreign policy. The 

internalisation of democratic norms into the organisation and conduct of 

Indonesia's foreign relations is one of the most significant changes resulting 

from Indonesia's democratisation process. Indonesia's newly democratic 

status, when combined with Islam and pluralism, provided the key to 

Indonesia's new 'soft power' appeal, as well as its broader currency in 

international diplomacy. Political liberalisation provided the opportunity for 

civilian diplomats, under Wirajuda's leadership, to reassert Indonesia's 

regional leadership and seek global gravitas in a project framed by democratic 

norms. 

In the post-authoritarian political context, Indonesia's foreign ministry 

actively sought the input of broader civil society in the process of foreign 
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policy formulation, aiming for a more normative-based foreign policy agenda. 

Democratic precepts were internalised in the organisational renewal of the 

foreign ministry, with an emphasis on qualitative improvements to 

Indonesia's diplomacy and greater professionalism within the bureaucracy. 

Changes to the legislative and regulatory underpinnings of Indonesia's 

foreign policy were an attempt to 'normalise' Indonesia's foreign policy 

governance in accordance with democratic notions of good governance and 

public service provision. Moreover, the raft of reforms initiated and 

implemented under Wirajuda's leadership suggests that the individual 

agency of foreign ministers constitutes a key variable influencing the 

internalisation of democratic norms within foreign policy bureaucracies and 

their subsequent projection in a state's diplomacy.
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CHAPTER 4.  

SPECTRE AND OPPORTUNITY: INDONESIA-CHINA 

RELATIONS 

Introduction 

The significance of Indonesia's democratisation for Indonesia-China relations 

lies principally in its catalysing effect on rapprochement, a process previously 

obstructed at the Indonesian end by the country's authoritarian political 

context. Despite the official normalisation of diplomatic ties in 1990, 

Indonesia-China relations had remained constrained by the political influence 

of the military and the nexus between the New Order regime's legitimacy and 

the perceived subversive threat of Chinese communism. Indonesia's post-1998 

political liberalisation proved a positive disjuncture for Indonesia-China 

relations, which can be seen principally in three effects at the domestic level.  

First, Indonesia's harnessing of foreign policy for the purposes of democratic 

political legitimacy meant closer relations with China not only symbolised an 

important paradigmatic departure from the New Order regime, but also 

represented a vital instrument for rehabilitating Indonesia's flailing economy 

and regional diplomatic gravitas. Second, democratic reforms ended the 

institutionalisation of the military within the foreign ministry, empowering 

civilian foreign policy actors long supportive of closer ties and engendering a 

broad policy consensus on China not possible under the New Order. Third, 

democratisation facilitated both practical policy and symbolic shifts toward 

Indonesia's ethnic Chinese minority, undermining longstanding negative 

constructs and signalling Indonesia's new receptiveness to closer ties to 
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Beijing.  

To understand the complexities of Indonesia's relations with China it is first 

necessary to explore how relations evolved from their nadir at the beginning 

of the New Order to the constructive and interdependent relationship 

apparent today. Indonesia's historical relationship with China is notable for 

both its dramatic developments and the visceral nature of Indonesian enmity 

against the Chinese. The chapter proceeds by examining the genesis of 

Indonesia's New Order regime and the historical basis for heightened 

enmities toward both the Chinese state and Indonesia's ethnic Chinese 

community centred on racial prejudice, regime legitimacy and economic 

resentment. Second, it will examine the factors behind improved relations 

during the latter part of the New Order period marked by President Suharto's 

decision to resume direct trade, followed by diplomatic ties in 1990. It will 

attempt to explain why the normalisation of diplomatic relations did not 

result in a marked improvement in Indonesia's perceptions of 'the Chinese'. 1  

The second part of the chapter will evaluate the impact of Indonesia's post-

1998 democratic reform process on the ideological, institutional and policy 

foundations of Indonesia's China policy, arguing that it was during the Wahid 

presidency between 1999 and 2001 that Indonesia's basic paradigmatic 

approach to the Chinese shifted.  The chapter will provide an overview of the 

contemporary relationship, explaining increasing foreign policy convergence, 

the nascent, yet expanding defence relationship, and the significance of 

increasing economic interdependence between Indonesia and China, which 

has seen China emerge as 'mega-financier' of Indonesian infrastructure 

                                                   

1 As this chapter will subsequently reveal, New Order perceptions of the Chinese state were 

inextricably linked to Indonesia's ethnic Chinese minority and the PKI, hence my use of 

quotation marks. 
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projects and Indonesia become a critical supplier of natural commodities to 

China in what financial analysts have described as a 'symbiotic relationship'. 

The chapter will conclude by arguing that democratisation has engendered a 

strong degree of policy consensus with respect to China and facilitated an 

increasing convergence of national policy interests.  In contrast to the New 

Order, political legitimacy now rests not on demonising China, but on close 

and constructive relations with Asia's engine of growth.  

Genesis of the New Order and Historical Enmities   

Leifer asserted that Indonesia was 'exceptional within Southeast Asia in its 

experience of dealing with the People's Republic of China'. 2  Indeed, to 

understand the remarkable transformation in Indonesia-China relations since 

democratisation, one must appreciate the strength of historical animosities 

toward both the Chinese state and ethnic Chinese 3  in Indonesia and the 

degree to which the military had justified its political hegemony based on the 

threat of Chinese communist subversion. In general terms, the literature on 

                                                   

2 Michael Leifer, 'Indonesia’s Encounters with China and the Dilemmas of Engagement', in 

Engaging China: The Management of an Emerging Power, eds. Alistair Iain Johnstone and Robert 

S Ross (London and NY: Routledge, 1999), 88.  
3 Scholars have argued that Indonesia’s Chinese minority should not be understood as a 

monolithic group. Indonesian ethnic Chinese scholar, Leo Suryadinata, distinguished 

between Peranakan Chinese, many of mixed Chinese-Indonesian blood and culturally and 

linguistically inclined to their Indonesian homeland and the ‘Totok’ Chinese, who usually 

speak Mandarin or a Chinese dialect such as Hokkien at home, tend toward greater 

exclusivity and are more culturally inclined to Mainland China, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong 

Kong than Indonesia. See conclusion of Leo Suryadinata, Pribumi Indonesians, The Chinese 

Minority and China, A Study of Perceptions and Policies, (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish, 2005); 

Mely Tan, 'The Social and Cultural Dimensions of the Role of Ethnic Chinese in Indonesian 

Society,” Indonesia, 51 (1991): 120. Based on an extrapolation of the 2000 census figures, 

Indonesian Chinese are currently estimated at 1.5% of Indonesia’s population of 240 million, 

see chapter three, Leo Suryadinata, Evi Nurvidya & Aris Ananta, 'The Ethnic Chinese: A 

Declining Percentage', in Indonesia’s Population: Ethnicity and Religion in a Changing Political 

Landscape, eds. Leo Suryadinata, Evi Nurvidya and Aris Ananta, (Singapore: Institute of 

Southeast Asian Studies, 2003), 73-101. 
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both Indonesia-China relations and the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia explains 

the basis of Indonesian enmity toward the Chinese in three broad categories: 

the New Order's 'foundational myths'; Indonesian constructs of Chinese 

'otherness' and indigenous or 'pribumi' resentment about the economic 

dominance of the Chinese minority.4 Being ethnic Chinese in Indonesia had 

long carried with it a sense of vulnerability, but the traumatic events 

surrounding the birth of the New Order regime in 1965-1966 and the 

subsequent 'mythologising' of those events by Indonesia's military regime, 

cemented Chinese complicity in the minds of many Indonesians.  

Political Alignment and Diplomatic Rupture 

Distrust of China and its overseas Chinese populations stemmed far back in 

the collective memory of pribumi Indonesians5 with negative perceptions of 

China and its regional hegemony extending to third century historical events. 

According to Rizal Sukma, the repulsion of a naval force deployed by Kublai 

Khan under the Yuan dynasty by Javanese forces in the thirteenth century 

was a mainstay of Indonesian junior school textbooks. 6  Under the 

Netherlands colonial administration, the dominant economic position of the 

ethnic Chinese vis-à-vis pribumi entrepreneurs was enshrined in 

                                                   

4 See generally Tan, 'The Social and Cultural Dimensions of the Role of Ethnic Chinese in 

Indonesian Society'; Suryadinata, Pribumi Indonesians, The Chinese Minority and China, and Tim 

Lindsey, 'Reconstituting the Ethnic Chinese in Post-Soeharto Indonesia: Law, Racial 

Discrimination, and Reform' in Chinese Indonesians: Remembering, Distorting, Forgetting, eds. 

Tim Lindsey and Helen Pausacker (Singapore: ISEAS, 2005). On New Order historiography 

or ‘foundational myths’ see Adrian Vickers and Katherine McGregor, 'Public Debates About 

History: Comparative Notes from Indonesia', History Australia, 2, no. 2 (2005) 44-1-44-13; 

Chapter three of Geoffrey Gunn, New World Hegemony in the Malay World, (Eritrea: The Red 

Sea Press, 2000).  
5 The term pribumi literally means sons of the soil and denotes indigenous Indonesians as 

opposed to Indonesians of Chinese, European or Arab descent.  
6  Rizal Sukma, 'Indonesian Perceptions of China: The Domestic Bases of Persistent 

Ambiguity', in China Threat: Perceptions, Myths and Reality, eds. Herbert Yee and Ian Storey 

(London: Routledge Curzon, 2002), 191.  
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discriminative policies which favoured the Chinese. 7  Moreover, pribumi 

Indonesians believed the Chinese were not particularly committed or engaged 

in Indonesia's independence struggle and, indeed, a Chinese militia 

movement armed with Dutch weapons had reportedly opposed Indonesia's 

armed resistance.8  

Doubts about the commitment of the Chinese to Indonesia's national 

revolutionary struggle and their loyalty to the Indonesian state, were 

compounded by the unresolved citizenship status of many of Indonesia's 

ethnic Chinese; an issue that proved both problematic and convenient for 

New Order authorities in reinforcing their 'alien' status. 9  Following 

independence and Indonesia's nationalisation of Dutch business interests in 

1957, the commercial dominance of the ethnic Chinese was further 

strengthened in league with ABRI territorial units.10  

Although there had long been anti-Chinese violence and discrimination 

                                                   

7 It was not until the early twentieth century that the Dutch colonial policies were more 

favourably inclined to using Indonesia’s ethnic Chinese as ‘compradors’ or middlemen. In 

1740 the Dutch slaughtered 10,000 Chinese in Batavia who were seen as a threat to the Dutch 

East Indies Company’s (VOC) commercial interests. See Departemen Luar Negeri, section c. 

‘Kerjasama Pengusaha dan Penguasa’, Bab I, Latar Belakang, Sejarah Diplomasi Republik 

Indonesia: Dari Masa ke Masa, Buku IVB, Period 1966-1995 [Cooperation Between Entrepreneurs 

and Powerholders, Chapter I, Background, Diplomatic History of the Republic of Indonesia: 

From Era to Era, Book IVB, Period 1966-1995] (Jakarta: Departemen Luar Negeri, 2005); Colin 

Brown, A Short History of Indonesia: The Unlikely Nation? (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 

2003), 60-62.  
8 The ethnic Chinese militia was referred to as Pao Antui, see ‘Indonesia Menolak Negosiasi 

PP10’ [Indonesia Rejects PP10 Negotiations], in Bab I, Latar Belakang, Buku IVB, Sejarah 

Diplomasi Republik Indonesia.  
9 For complexities around ethnic Chinese citizenship see Lindsey, ‘Reconstituting the Ethnic 

Chinese in Post-Soeharto Indonesia', 47-53; and Suryadinata, Pribumi Indonesians, The Chinese 

Minority and China, 108-116. 
10 For an idea of the business activities of the Indonesian territorial units following 1957 see 

M. C. Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia since c.1200 (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 

2001), 261; 292. For Suharto’s links to Chinese businessmen specifically, see R. E. Elson, 

Suharto: A Political Biography (Cambridge and Oakleigh: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 

60-66. 
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against Indonesia's Chinese community, it was under the New Order that 

discrimination was systematically codified, institutionalised and 

implemented in a widespread fashion as official government policy. In the 

years prior to the abortive coup on the 30 September 1965 (G30S/PKI), which 

ultimately toppled President Soekarno and brought the military to power, 

Indonesia's domestic politics had taken an increasingly militant bent. In 1957 

Soekarno had dispensed with Indonesia's parliamentary system and 

implemented an authoritarian and strongly presidential system known as 

'Guided Democracy'. Indonesia's domestic politics had become dangerously 

polarised along ideological lines and the PKI, the world's third largest 

communist party at the time, was increasingly pitted against Indonesia's 

armed forces.  

As Soekarno steered Indonesia's domestic and foreign policy on an 

increasingly revolutionary course, Indonesia's diplomatic relations with 

China grew warmer. China shared Soekarno's 'revisionist view of the 

international system' and supported Indonesia's diplomatic challenge to the 

legitimacy of the Malaysian Federation, part of Indonesia's policy of 

Confrontation, conducted through both diplomatic and armed means. 11 

Jakarta's brief political alignment with Beijing culminated in Indonesia's 

withdrawal from the United Nations in January 1965 and the announcement 

of a political axis between Jakarta-Beijing-Hanoi-Phnom Penh and 

Pyongyang. Awash with rumours about Beijing's provision of arms to the 

PKI, political tensions in Indonesia exploded violently and spectacularly 

following an abortive coup attempt on the 30 September, defining the course 

                                                   

11 China had supported Indonesia in its attempt to deny the new Malaysian Federation a non-

permanent place on the United Nations Security Council, see Leifer, 'Indonesia’s Encounters 

with China and the Dilemmas of Engagement', 93. 
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of Indonesia-China relations for more than two decades.  

Consolidation and 'Assimilation'  

As the New Order consolidated power under General Suharto from 1966, its 

continued legitimacy rested on economic development, with security and 

stability two prerequisites for this. China's export of its revolutionary foreign 

policy to Southeast Asia and its moral and financial support to regional 

communist insurgencies were the greatest stumbling blocks for China's 

rapprochement with Southeast Asian states. The animosities were particularly 

acute, however, in Indonesia with the ascendancy of a military regime, which 

had come to power through a systematic political and physical elimination of 

the left. Chinese embassy and consular assets were attacked and destroyed in 

the months following the coup attempt and in 1967 Indonesia 'froze' relations 

with the People's Republic of China.12   

Promulgation and perpetuation and of internal security threats by the New 

Order, including the triangular threat found in the nexus between Indonesia's 

ethnic Chinese population, the PKI and Beijing's communist government, 

became a useful tool for preserving the legitimacy of the New Order regime 

and an excuse for ongoing authoritarian and repressive measures.13 Although 

                                                   

12 For detailed account of tit for tat violence in both Indonesia and China see E. Hubungan RI-

RRC, Bab II Pembekuan Hubungan’ [E. Relations between the Republic Indonesia-People's 

Republic of China, Chapter II, Freezing of Relations] Sejarah Diplomasi Republik Indonesia,; and 

chapter six of Sheldon Simon, The Broken Triangle: Peking, Djakarta, and the PKI, (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins Press, 1969), 111-150.  
13  During the 1970s, ABRI regularly released reports on military operations against 

communist remnants in the country to vindicate its anti-normalisation stance, see Rizal 

Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled Relationship, (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1999), 85. TNI elements continued to refer to the latent PKI threat as recently as 

2010, see Marieska Harya Virdhani, 'TNI: Akun PKI Indikator Ancaman Keutuhan NKRI' 

[TNI: PKI Facebook Account an Indicator of Threat to Unitary State], Okezone, January 12, 

2010, http://news.okezone.com/read/2010/01/12/337/293335/tni-akun-pki-indikator-ancaman-
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the extent of  direct Chinese involvement in the 1965  coup attempt remains                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

unclear and has been repeatedly denied by Beijing, there is no doubt that 

China had actively supported the PKI through funding, coerced and 

leveraged its influence through pro-Beijing elements of Indonesia's ethnic 

Chinese community, and indicated its willingness to arm an Indonesian 'fifth 

force'.14  

The New Order's official policy with respect to its ethnic Chinese population 

was one of 'assimilation' (pembauran).  In effect, it meant the 'de-sinicisation' of 

the community. Indonesia's "Chinese problem", as it was formally termed, 

was managed in the closing of Chinese schools and language publications, the 

effective banning of Chinese festivals and celebrations, and the alleged 

inclusion of distinguishing codes on Indonesian national identity cards and 

passports.15 Paradoxically perhaps, the military became both the protectors of 

Indonesia's Chinese and the state entity responsible for enforcing 

discriminatory policies against them.  Ultimate authority for Chinese policy 

resided in the military-intelligence apparatus found in Bakin and other 

specialist agencies.16  

Marginalised from the armed forces, politics and public service under the 

New Order, Indonesian Chinese were confined largely to commercial 

                                                                                                                                                  

keutuhan-nkri  
14 For Premier Zhou Enlai’s support for an Indonesian ‘fifth force’ of peasants and labourers 

see Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung, Twenty Years of Indonesian Foreign Policy 1945-1965, (The 

Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1973), 441. Ricklefs, described the Jakarta-based ‘Bank of China’ as 

the PKI’s main source of Chinese financial aid, see Ricklefs, A History of Modern Indonesia, 277.  
15 For a list of New Order decrees, laws and regulations pertaining to the “Chinese problem” 

(Masalah Cina), see Tan, 'The Social and Cultural Dimensions of the Role of Ethnic Chinese in 

Indonesian Society', 114. 
16 Ibid. The Coordinating Body for the Chinese Problem resided within Bakin, whose 1979 

legal guidance on Chinese matters was enshrined in the ‘Handbook for the resolution of the 

Chinese problem in Indonesia (Pedoman penyelesaian masalah Cina di Indonesia),   
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activities, where they became the dominant actors. Ethnic Chinese 

entrepreneurs became increasingly dependent on the patronage of New 

Order elites, but these elites were also dependent on the business acumen of 

wealthy Chinese entrepreneurs known as 'cukong' to develop their business 

and commercial interests, most notably the fortunes of military officers and 

the Suharto family itself.17  

Dependence on ethnic Chinese as de facto financiers went well beyond the 

military apparatus, however, and the Indonesian bureaucracy was well-

known for using ethnic Chinese as 'milch cows'.18 Traditionally the scapegoat 

for social resentments by elements of the pribumi population, as resentment 

grew about the cronyism and corruption of the New Order, so too did 

resentment against the ethnic Chinese, whose participation in broader 

Indonesian political and social life had been constrained by official 

discrimination and repression of Chinese identity and culture. Resentment 

often manifested itself in violence against the ethnic Chinese community 

across Indonesia. Such events attracted the condemnation of Beijing, serving 

only to highlight the threat nexus between China and its 'overseas 

populations', and exacerbate resentment about Beijing's interference in 

Indonesia's internal affairs. 

In Indonesia the longer term collective memory converged with the traumatic 

political experiences of 1965-66 to demonise China and the 'latent communist 

                                                   

17 The term cukong means ‘boss’ or ‘grandfather’ in Hokkien see Ricklefs, A History of Modern 

Indonesia, 292. For the names of prominent cukongs and explication of ‘cukongism’ see Tan, 'The 

Social and Cultural Dimensions of the Role of Ethnic Chinese in Indonesian Society', 120 and 

Suryadinata, Pribumi Indonesians, The Chinese Minority and China, 128-130. See also Richard 

Robison, Indonesia: The Rise of Capital (Singapore: Equinox Publishing, 2009). 
18  Ian Storey, 'Indonesia’s China Policy in the New Order and Beyond: Problems and 

Prospects', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 22, no.1, (April 2000): 154.  
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threat' (bahaya laten komunis) posed by Indonesia's Chinese community and 

residual PKI elements.  As the military-intelligence apparatus efficiently 

neutralised the PKI as a political force in the first years of the New Order, 

ongoing doubts about the loyalty of Indonesia's ethnic Chinese community 

converged with growing resentment about their relative wealth and success 

under New Order patronage. The 'stateless' nature of many of Indonesia's 

ethnic Chinese community, being neither Indonesian, Taiwanese or Chinese 

citizens, was frequently cited as a justification for delaying normalisation of 

diplomatic relations by Jakarta's political elites.19 Chinese law, moreover, had 

considered overseas Chinese who were not nationals of the countries where 

they resided as Chinese citizens.20 Indeed, nationalisation issues surrounding 

Indonesia's Chinese population continued to be a sensitive issue in Indonesia-

China relations, but also a politically convenient means of reinforcing their 

'otherness.' Indonesian naturalisation documents were expensive to obtain 

and their approval subject to the arbitrary whims of Indonesian bureaucrats, 

making the stateless nature of many Indonesian Chinese in effect 

irreconcilable. 21 

Although the vulnerability and inherent 'foreignness' of Indonesia's ethnic 

Chinese community had been forged in colonial-era discriminatory policies 

and continued with acts of violence and forced relocations by the military in 

the Soekarno period, it was under the New Order that the 'Chinese menace' 

                                                   

19 Indonesia’s official policy was one of assimilation and in 1995 the government tried to 

resolve the problem of more than 200,000 “stateless” Chinese who had neither PRC, 

Taiwanese or Indonesian passports by introducing a free naturalisation service. See Storey,   

'Indonesia’s China Policy in the New Order and Beyond', 155.  
20 See Jusuf Wanandi, 'News Analysis: The future of Indonesia-China relations after 60 years', 

The Jakarta Post, October 1, 2010, http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2010/10/01/news-

analysis-the-future-indonesiachina-relations-after-60-years.html   
21 See Lindsey, 'Reconstituting the ethnic Chinese in Post-Soeharto Indonesia', 48-52. 
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became a persistent yet nebulous construct within Indonesia's ideational 

realm. CSIS Jakarta intellectual, the late Hadi Soesastro, captured its essence: 

[it] is more or less a mystery because it involves a set of beliefs about 

intentions. It is not concrete, but it is felt to be there and because of the 

lack of definition the Chinese threat is seen to be greater, more urgent and 

immediate.22 

In summary, the New Order emerged as a bulwark against a perceived 

Chinese menace, with both internal and external policy dimensions. The 

regime's anti-communist credentials became an important source of its 

domestic political legitimacy and an excuse for repression of dissent and 

ongoing denial of Chinese of their basic rights. In Indonesia's external policy 

it manifested itself in a de facto alliance with the West and a regional foreign 

policy focussed on building Southeast Asia's strength and resilience as a 

strategic barrier against communist China. The breaking of the triangle 

between Soekarno, the PKI and Beijing between 1965 and 1967 had been a 

violent and messy diplomatic affair, which created the foundations of intense 

distrust and enmity. 'Pathological Sinophobia', as one analyst characterised it 

came to define Indonesia-China relations under the New Order, revealing a 

regime's approach that at once discriminated against the Chinese but relied 

on their commercial prowess both for Indonesia's economic development and 

rise in the personal fortunes of its political elites.23  

                                                   

22 Hadi Soesastro quoted in Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and 

Regionalism (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1994), 189. 
23 Geoffrey Gunn used the term ‘pathological Sinophobia’ see Gunn, New World Hegemony in 

the Malay World (Eritrea: The Red Sea Press, 2000), 74. According to Evan Laksmana, the 

Chinese are estimated to control 70% of Indonesia’s economy, but the figures are nebulous. 

See Evan Laksmana, 'Dimensions of Ambivalence in Indonesia-China Relations', Harvard Asia 

Quarterly, 13, no. 1, (Spring 2011),  27.  
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New Order Policy Shifts 

Indonesia's policy shift toward China beginning in the mid-eighties can be 

understood partly in terms of a shift in the New Order's legitimacy and partly 

in terms of Indonesia's response to the regional exigencies posed by China's 

growing economic and military muscle. The literature on Indonesia-China 

relations attributes Indonesia's policy shift largely to pragmatic economic 

considerations and a renewed desire for diplomatic activism following the 

political consolidation of the New Order in the first two decades after the 

coup.24  

By the end of the 1980s, Indonesia had emerged as a success story – 

economically buoyant, politically stable, with Indonesians eager for a more 

active role in international affairs – a situation which in fact parallels 

Indonesia's contemporary context.  But despite Indonesia's decision to resume 

diplomatic ties, relations would continue to 'be distorted by local factors' and 

undermined by new manifestations of the China threat.25 Leifer captured the 

ongoing ambiguity of Indonesian elites toward China during the 1990s: 

'…engaging China is a stratagem undertaken without any deep-seated 

conviction in its merits and also without much enthusiasm for its outcome'. 26 

                                                   

24 For more detailed explication of the economic and foreign policy drivers, see Michael 

Williams, 'China and Indonesia Make up: Reflections on a Troubled Relationship', Indonesia 

(1991): 150-156; Earl Drake, 'Indonesia and China: Old Habits and new internationalism', 

Pacific Review, 4, no. 3 (1991): 214-221; Justus Van der Kroef, 'Normalizing Relations with 

China: Indonesia’s Perspectives and Perceptions',  Asian Survey, 26, no. 8, (August 1986); Leo 

Suryadinata, 'Indonesia-China Relations: A Recent Breakthrough', Asian Survey, 30, no. 7 (Jul 

1990). 
25  Michael Vatikiotis, contrasted the Sino-Thai relationship with that of Indonesia-China 

relations arguing that there were no local factors distorting the Thai political and commercial 

response to China as a growing power unlike in Malaysia and Indonesia. See Michael 

Vatikiotis, 'Catching the Dragon’s Tail: China and Southeast Asia in the 21st Century', 

Contemporary Southeast Asia, 25, no.1 (April 2003): 68.  
26 Leifer, 'Indonesia’s Encounters with China and the Dilemmas of Engagement', 105.  
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Economic Pragmatism and Foreign Policy Aspirations  

Suharto's apparent volte face over China in 1989 can be understood with 

respect to changes to both the basis of the New Order's legitimacy and its 

domestic power structures on the one hand, and their interplay with powerful 

economic drivers on the other. In pragmatic terms, the lack of diplomatic 

relations with Beijing was increasingly seen as a deficit for Indonesia's 

diplomacy and its broader national interests. Persuaded by economic 

arguments and the constraints on Indonesia's ability to mediate in regional 

security disputes, Suharto sanctioned steps to normalise relations, albeit 

through his usual personal modus operandi rather than through official 

institutional channels.27 In the two decades following the attempted coup, 

resistance against normalisation was related to ABRI's dominance over 

national policy and its claim to legitimacy as the guardian of the state against 

a communist threat.28 But success, Sukma argued, brought about a shift in the 

basis of the New Order's legitimacy from 'stability for development' to 

'development for stability', resulting in new 'demands from domestic 

constituencies'.29 The causal factors behind normalisation therefore, can be 

understood as a complex interplay between internal and systemic factors 

spurring a policy reappraisal toward China, but it did not mark a true 

                                                   

27 Suharto entrusted State Secretary (Sekneg) Moerdiono rather than the foreign minister with 

the initial legwork, following earlier visits prior to the resumption of trade relations by 

Suharto’s half-brother and head of Indonesia’s Chamber of Commerce (Kadin), Probosutejo. 

See generally Van der Kroef, 'Normalizing Relations with China: Indonesia’s Perspectives 

and Perceptions'. Michael Leifer wrote that the State Secretariat (Setneg), was ‘in effect 

[Suharto’s]... private office’, see 'Indonesia’s Encounters with China and the Dilemmas of 

Engagement', 88.  
28 See Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled Relationship (London: Routledge, 

1999), 204. 
29 Ibid., 205.  
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rapprochement between the two states.30  

Suharto was certainly becoming increasingly aware of the regional economic 

and political significance of China during the mid to late 1980s. Elements of 

the Indonesian elite, particularly within Deplu and the business community, 

were beginning to more intensely question the judiciousness of continuing the 

suspension of trade and diplomatic ties, based on China's significance to 

security developments in Indochina and Indonesia's need to access China's 

huge market. 31  By the late 1980s, Suharto had emerged at the apex of 

Indonesia's foreign policy pyramid in distinction to the larger military-

security apparatus.  Spurred by a keener personal interest in foreign affairs 

and renewed legitimacy following his 1988 re-election there was greater 

                                                   

30 The most substantive research on the domestic political functions of diplomatic relations 

with China is captured by Rizal Sukma in his 1999 work Indonesia and China: The Politics of a 

Troubled Relationship. Sukma argued that diplomatic relations (or in this instance the 

withholding of such), performed not only an external, but also a domestic function in 

promoting the New Order’s political legitimacy, and as such his research challenged the 

conventional notion of diplomatic relations as purely a means of ‘interstate dialogue’ or as a 

‘proof of legal personality in international society’ see Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics 

of a Troubled Relationship, 200.  
31  Speaking to DPR Commission I in 1985, Indonesian Foreign Minister Mochtar 

Kusumaatmadja explained that Indonesia needed to adjust itself to the realities of the new 

China, intent on pursuing an outwardly focussed-policy which included thousands of 

overseas Chinese students, widespread capital investment, and friendly relations with 

neighbouring states. He asked rhetorically: 'was it not necessary for Indonesia to adjust itself 

to these facts'. See 'Menlu Mochtar: Indonesia Perlu Menyesuaikan Diri Dengan Realitas Baru 

RRCina' [Foreign Minister Mochtar: Indonesia Needs to Adjust Itself to the New Realities of 

China], Suara Karya, May 22, 1985, in RI_RRC, Dokumentasi, (Jakarta: CSIS Jakarta, 1985), 32. 

Many entrepreneurs pointed to the huge potential of China’s 1 billion market for Indonesian 

goods and the import of machinery, up to half the price of that imported from Japan. See 

comments by businessman Yusuf Hamka, calling for the restoration of trade ties as quickly as 

possible, 'RRC Merupakan Pasaran Potensial dalam Hubungan Dagang Langsung' [PRC a 

Potential Market in Direct Trade Relations], Pelita, January 25, 1985, in Ibid., 68. Former 

Foreign Minister and Vice President, Adam Malik, had been in favour of normalisation since 

the seventies and in 1984 told Chinese press agency Xinhua, that the time was right for 

resolution of the Cambodian problem and normalisation of diplomatic relations with the 

PRC, see 'Masalah Kamboja dan Normalisasi RI-RRC: Adam Malik: Tempalah Besi Selagi 

Panas', [The Cambodian Issue and Normalisation of  Indonesian-PRC Relations: Adam Malik: 

Strike the Iron While it's Hot'], Kompas, March 9, 1984, in Ibid., 2.  
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distance emerging between the president and the larger military-intelligence 

apparatus.32  Based largely on pragmatic considerations, Suharto made two 

important political decisions with respect to China in the 1980s, declaring 

firstly that Indonesia would resume direct trade relations in 1985, which were 

previously conducted via intermediaries based in Singapore and Hong Kong. 

Then, in 1989, he surprised many in Indonesia, including the military and 

DPR, with the announcement that Indonesia would restore diplomatic 

relations with Beijing the following year.33  

The fact that 'China was simply too big to ignore' forms a central tenet of 

much of the literature focussed on both China's relations with ASEAN and, 

specifically, Indonesia-China relations. Economically, the significance of the 

global slump in oil prices in the early 1980s and Indonesia's need to diversify 

its economy cannot be underestimated as a causal factor in the resumption of 

ties.  According to Suryadinata, 'oil constituted 60 per cent of Indonesia's state 

revenues' in the early 1980s and China was emerging as an increasingly 

attractive market for Indonesia's primary commodities.34 The fear of being left 

behind by fellow ASEAN states was also not lost on Indonesia, with 'the 

Indonesian Government ... keenly aware that it was in danger of losing out to 

                                                   

32 Michael Williams makes the point about Suharto’s re-election, see 'China and Indonesia 

Make Up: Reflections on a Troubled Relationship', 156. Senior ABRI officers, including 

Armed Forces commander, General Benny Murdani were becoming increasingly critical 

about the business activities of Suharto’s children. 
33  Suharto chose State Secretary Moerdiono to undertake negotiations with China on 

normalisation and to announce the decision. The use of trusted intermediaries and by-passing 

of Deplu and formal diplomatic channels was a common practice by Suharto, particularly 

over highly sensitive diplomatic issues.  Elements of the DPR were piqued that they were not 

consulted on such a key foreign policy issue, see Suraydinata, 'Indonesia-China Relations: A 

Recent Breakthrough', 693. 
34 Leo Suryadinata, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy Under Suharto: Aspiring to International Leadership 

(Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1996), 106.  
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Malaysia and Thailand in terms of commodity exports to China'. 35  The 

Suharto family's growing financial fortunes were also tied up with China's 

growing trade and commercial weight, personified by the close relationship 

between the president and prominent ethnic Chinese entrepreneurs.  

According to journalist Michael Williams, 'many of the business people 

heavily involved in the China trade were either close to Suharto or members 

of his family'.36 

As Indonesia entered the 1980s, its ongoing suspension of diplomatic ties had 

increasingly become a foreign policy liability and constraint on its diplomatic 

activism. Indonesia's ambitions to chair the Non-Aligned Movement were 

constrained by the absence of diplomatic relations with China, and Jakarta 

seemed increasingly out of step with broader geopolitical developments that 

were enhancing China's legitimacy and acceptance by regional states. 37 

                                                   

35 Storey, 'Indonesia’s China Policy in the New Order and Beyond', 149; Williams, 'China and 

Indonesia Make up', 154.  
36  Many of the Totok Chinese businessmen associated with powerful generals in Jakarta had 

strong business links with Taiwan. Infamous among these was Liem Sioe Liong, head of one 

of Indonesia’s biggest conglomerates, the Salim Group, because of his close relationship to the 

palace. See, Suryadinata, Pribumi Indonesians, 201.  According to Brian May, Chinese 

businessman, Lim Poo Hien, had through power of attorney, the authority to conduct 

‘business transactions for and in the name of President Suharto personally’. See Brian May, 

The Indonesian Tragedy, (Singapore: Graham Brash, 1978), 226. Williams explained that two of 

the three banks that were correspondents for the Bank of China, Bank Umum Nasional and 

Bank Central Asia were controlled by Liem Sioe Liong. The China trade committee of the 

Indonesian Chamber of Commerce (Kadin) was run from the offices of a company that is 40 

percent owned by one of Suharto’s sons. Suharto’s half-brother, Probosutedjo was Vice 

Chairman of Kadin, and visited Peking to facilitate direct trade ties, See Williams, 'China and 

Indonesia Make up', 154. 
37  For further evidence of Indonesia’s sensitivity to external systemic factors such as 

superpower detente, Sino-Soviet rapprochement and changes in China’s foreign policy 

behaviour, see Ibid., 155; and Drake, 'Indonesia and China: Old habits and New 

Internationalism', 218-220. Indonesia’s overtures to China in 1989 can also be seen in the 

context of its prominent role in seeking a diplomatic settlement on Cambodia and its desire to 

chair the Non-Aligned Movement, where it was not seen as ‘non-aligned enough’ through its 

absence of diplomatic relations with China. See Gordon Hein, 'Indonesia in 1989: A Question 

of Openness', Asian Survey, 30, no.2, (Feb 1990): 228-229; Suryadinata, 'Indonesia-China 
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Indonesia's ability to maintain an ASEAN consensus position following 

Vietnam's 1978 occupation of Cambodia, that was at once anti-Vietnamese but 

not overtly aligned with China, was a difficult balancing act for Deplu, but 

was made more difficult by ABRI's empathy with Vietnam and ongoing 

visceral distrust of China. ABRI's  policy raison d'être with respect to 

Cambodia was predicated upon containing the spread of Chinese influence in 

Cambodia and Thailand and preventing Vietnam being weakened, by 

military efforts and economic sanctions, as a buffer against China.38   

Although normalisation saw a relatively muted response from ABRI when 

announced in 1989, it had been a fiercely contested issue in Indonesia's 

domestic politics.  The military had frequently engaged in 'spoiling' tactics 

over China during the 1980s with senior ABRI officers undermining Deplu's 

ASEAN consensus approach by conducting special missions to Hanoi to seek 

a political settlement on Cambodia, and causing consternation in Southeast 

Asia by stating on several occasions that Vietnam was not a threat to the 

region.39   

ABRI viewed a powerful Vietnam as a buffer against China and closer 

relations between Beijing and other ASEAN states with suspicion. Indications 

of a policy thaw toward China were met with fierce contestation by a 'de facto 

                                                                                                                                                  

relations: A Recent Breakthrough', 691. For a structural realist approach to explaining 

ASEAN’s 'sub-systemic relevance' within the framework of Cold War dynamics, see N 

Ganesan, 'ASEAN’s Relations with Major External Powers',  Contemporary Southeast Asia, 22, 

no. 2 (Aug 2000). 
38 Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism, 189. 
39 Ibid., 187. ABRI often used its close links to Hanoi to engaged in ‘spoiling tactics’ over 

China, For example, ABRI Commander Benny Murdani invited Vietnamese Defence Minister 

Van Tien Dung to Jakarta one week prior to the Chinese Foreign Minister’s visit to Indonesia 

for the thirtieth anniversary of the 1955 Asia Africa Conference.  A scheduled meeting with 

President Suharto failed to take place. See Williams, 'China and Indonesia Make Up', 154;  

Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of A Troubled Relationship, 118. 
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alliance of the military-intelligence apparatus, conservative nationalists and 

Muslim commercial interests on one side and Deplu and Indonesia's Chamber 

of Commerce (Kadin) on the other'.40 The power struggle between Deplu and 

ABRI over the normalisation of ties with China was personified by 

individuals such as former Foreign Affairs Minister Adam Malik, Mochtar 

Kusumaatmadja, serving as Foreign Affairs Minister during this period, and 

opposing military figures such as ABRI Commander Benny Moerdani and 

intelligence (Bakin) chief, General Yoga Sugama. Sukma described it as a 

'protracted' affair between contending 'pro-normalisation' and 'anti-

normalisation' forces lasting almost two decades.41  

The seeming 'in-effect' of powerful external factors on Indonesia's policy 

approach to China prior to 1989 has been explained in the literature in terms 

of the primacy of domestic political factors, specifically the military's 

dominance over foreign policy and authoritarian regime legitimacy based on 

constructs of a subversive Chinese threat. As Sukma explained 'the political 

reality of international relations had little bearing on the question of 

normalisation'…the issue remained first and foremost, a 'domestic' political 

issue.42 But political consolidation and economic success, plus shifts in the 

New Order's power structures, which saw power increasingly concentrated in 

the office of the president, partly diminished ABRI 's policy influence, and 

also some of  its ideological and security raison d'être.   

In highlighting the importance of domestic political factors, Sukma made the 

distinction between facilitating factors and permissive factors, arguing that 

                                                   

40 Sukma, Indonesia and China: The Politics of A Troubled Relationship, 20. 
41 See Van der Kroef, 'Normalising Relations with China', 928–929 and Sukma, Indonesia and 

China: The Politics of A Troubled Relationship, 73; 203.  
42 Ibid., 97. 



147 

 

although economic drivers and changes in the international environment 

were facilitating factors in the normalisation of relations between Indonesia 

and China, it was changes in the New Order's domestic power structure, 

which constituted the permissive factor for normalisation. 43   Sukma's 

permissive-facilitative distinction explaining the relative influence of external 

and domestic level determinants of Indonesia's normalisation of relations 

with China is a valuable one. The importance of Indonesia's domestic power 

structures, manifest in ABRI's policy influence and its spoiling tactics over 

China, had clearly acted as a constraint on the earlier normalisation of ties 

with China, despite more favourable developments in the international 

environment.  

'Persistent Ambiguity' 

Despite the resumption of diplomatic ties in 1990, Indonesia adopted a 'wait 

and see' approach toward China during the 1990s, suggesting there remained 

domestic constraints on further rapproachement.44  In fact, normalisation in 

1990 did not represent the positive disjuncture in Sino-Indonesian relations 

that may have been anticipated by China, as naturally, it had not erased 

resentment and distrust of the Chinese, and particularly the negative 

association between Indonesia's ethnic Chinese community and the Chinese 

state in the minds of many pribumi Indonesians. Furthermore, key structural 

constraints remained at the domestic level preventing closer relations, 

including ongoing discriminatory measures against Indonesia's ethnic 

Chinese community that were retained despite normalisation, and the 

                                                   

43 Ibid., 209. 
44 Sukma argued that as other ASEAN countries began to deepen their relations with Beijing 

in the early 1990s, Indonesia pretty much sat on the sidelines, see Sukma, 'Indonesia-China 

Relations: The Politics of Re-engagement', Asian Survey, 49, no. 4, (Jul/Aug 2009): 595.  
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ongoing convenience of the 'China threat' for the military as an instrument for 

shoring up its relevance and political authority.  

During the 1990s, relations continued to be inhibited by a mixture of vested 

interest in perpetuating the subversive threat posed by China and genuine 

fears about the competitive nature of the Chinese economy and China's 

military modernisation. As Sukma explained, the restoration of diplomatic 

ties in 1990 'did not represent a complete break with the old pattern… nor a 

significant change in Indonesian perceptions of China'. 45  It would take 

dramatic political developments to do this and as argued previously, a 

reconfiguration of Indonesia's civil-military relations, shifting ideological 

influence and foreign policy authority away from the military to civilian 

government and non-government actors. Indonesia's perceptions of China in 

the post-normalisation period continued to remain coloured by what Sukma 

described as 'persistent ambiguity', a perception given some vindication by 

strategic developments in the 1990s.   

Strategic Concerns, Multilateral Enmeshment 

Able to largely ignore China in the first decades of the New Order, China's 

growing economic and military clout emerged as a both a considerable policy 

opportunity and a challenge for Indonesia during the 1990s. Although the 

1990s witnessed greater economic and normative convergence between China 

and Southeast Asia through ASEAN-based mechanisms, China's military 

modernisation and territorial claims in the South China Sea became a source 

of increasing concern for Jakarta both in terms of broader regional stability 

and with respect to its own territorial sovereignty. Leifer had accurately 

                                                   

45 Ibid., 591. 
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characterised Indonesia's strategic concerns about China in terms of an 

'incipient geopolitical rivalry' based on Indonesia's 'sense of standing and 

entitlement in within Southeast Asia' and fears of Chinese irredentism.46  Seen 

from this perspective, China's rise, although beneficial to Indonesia, 

constituted both a strategic and economic challenge which Indonesia sought 

to manage collectively through a policy of East Asian regionalism. Integrating 

China into regional institutions and rules-based mechanisms, and 'socialising' 

China into ASEAN norms of non-interference and the peaceful resolution of 

disputes became the raison d'être behind Indonesia's China policy in the post-

normalisation period.47  

The socialisation process was by no means mono-directional, however, as 

China was increasingly willing to engage in ASEAN's regional multilateral 

fora by the mid-1990s, a move encouraged by Indonesia in ASEAN and 

explained in the literature as a strategy of 'constraining' and 'socialising' 

China through engagement and containment measures. 48  In the post-

normalisation period, ASEAN's 'omni-enmeshment' strategy with respect to 

China was both a valuable means by which Jakarta could manage the 

implications of China's economic and hard power ascendancy, and further, a 

convenient way by which Indonesia could keep its strategic engagement with 

                                                   

46 Michael Leifer, Indonesia’s foreign policy (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), 87; 89.  
47 See Jusuf Wanandi, 'East Asian Regionalism and Global Governance' in East Asia at a 

Crossroads, eds. Jusuf Wanandi and Tadashi Yamamto (Tokyo: Japan Center for International 

Exchange, 2008), 35–37; Rosemary Foot, 'China in the ASEAN Regional Forum: 

Organisational Processes and Modes of Thought', Asian Survey, 38, no. 5 (May 1998): 425-40. 
48  For example see George Segal, 'East Asia and the Constrainment of China', International 

Security, 20, no. 4 (Spring 1996): 107-35; Evelyn Goh, 'Great Powers and Hierarchical Order in 

Southeast Asia: Analyzing Regional Security Strategies', International Security, 32, no.3 (Winter 

2007/2008): 113-57; Alice Ba, 'Who’s socializing whom?: Complex engagement in Sino-ASEAN 

relations' , The Pacific Review,  19, no.2 (2006): 157-79. 
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China essentially multilateral or 'indirect'.49  

Despite the growing normative convergence between China and ASEAN 

states apparent in their enthusiasm for multilateral engagement, Indonesia's 

enduring fear of Chinese irredentism was fuelled by a series of maritime 

territorial spats between Southeast Asian states and China which flared in the 

mid-1990s. Although China's territorial claims were focussed principally on 

the more northerly Spratly and Paracel Islands to which Indonesia was not a 

claimant, Beijing's equivocal approach to Indonesia's gas-rich Natuna Islands 

located at the southern tip of the South China Sea, which on the one hand saw 

China declare its adherence to 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) and reassure Jakarta about its sovereignty, and on the other, 

produce maps with baseline claims seemingly incorporating the islands, only 

served to perpetuate Indonesia's distrust.50   

China's military build-up or, more particularly, its development of longer 

range air and maritime power projection capabilities, combined with a lack of 

transparency in defence matters – served as a further basis for Indonesia's 

ongoing ambivalence about China, evidenced by the statements of Indonesian 

foreign policy and military elites. 51  Jusuf Wanandi described China's South 

                                                   

49 Sukma, 'Indonesia-China Relations: The Politics of Re-engagement ', 595. 
50 Indonesia’s Natuna gas reserves have been described as one of the largest in the world, at 

an estimated 210 trillion cubic feet, see Douglas Johnson, 'Drawn into the Fray: Indonesia’s 

Natuna Islands Meet China’s Long Gaze South', Asian Affairs: An American Review, 24, no. 3 

(1997): 153. For a good chronological account of the rise in SCS tensions, see Leifer, 

'Indonesia’s Encounters with China and the Dilemmas of Engagement', 95–97; Storey, 

'Indonesia’s China Policy in the New Order and Beyond', 157–159.  
51  China’s acquisition of capabilities for longer range operations including air refuelling 

capabilities, significant enhancement of its submarine fleet, and the introduction of Russian-

made guided missile destroyers was cause for concern in Southeast Asia, See Amitav 

Acharya, 'Seeking Security in the Dragon’s Shadow: China and Southeast Asia in the 

Emerging Asian Regional Order', (Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies Singapore, 

Working Paper no. 44, March 2003): 12–18.  
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China Sea claims and lack of transparency in its military affairs as two of the 

most critical issues facing Southeast Asia.52 Senior Indonesian diplomat Dino 

Patti Djalal expressed Indonesia's fears about the possible 'geopolitical fusion 

of North and Southeast Asia' that Leifer wrote about when he commented 

that 'China could well be transformed from a country a thousand miles away 

to becoming, with its offshore territorial interests, a country practically next 

door'.53  

The link between Indonesia's strategic concerns about China and changes in 

Indonesia's defence procurement and force posture during the period has 

been highlighted by a number of scholars. 54  Many analysts interpreted 

Indonesia's signing of an Agreement on Maintaining Security (AMS) with 

Australia in 1995 as a response to the China threat and Leifer drew on 

primary sources to contend that the agreement with Australia marked a shift 

in Indonesia's regional security practice from a 'notion of "comprehensive 

security" to that of balance of power'.55 Armed Forces Commander, Lieutenant 

General Wiranto, denied that ABRI's largest joint military exercise (at the 

                                                   

52 Jusuf Wanandi quoted in Alice Ba, 'China and ASEAN: Renavigating Relations for a 21st-

Century Asia', Asian Survey, 43, no. 4 (July/August 2003): 634.  
53 Indonesia’s fears of ‘geo-political fusion’ of Northeast and Southeast Asia was an argument 

made by Leifer in 'Indonesia’s Encounters with China and the Dilemmas of Engagement', 90. 

Indonesian diplomat Dino Patti Djalal, formerly ambassador to Washington, who was on the 

organising committee of the South China Sea Workshops hosted by Indonesia, is quoted in 

Storey, 'Indonesia’s China Policy in the New Order and Beyond', 164.   
54 By the mid-1990s, the military seemed to have reached the conclusion that China was 'the 

greatest potential direct threat to [Indonesia’s] sovereignty'. Australian academic Robert 

Lowry, cited in Laksmana, 'Dimensions of Ambivalence in Indonesia China Relations', 29. The 

Australian newspaper reported Indonesian Air Force Planning Director Richard Haryono, as 

stating on 6 August 1997 that Indonesia’s 1997 decision to purchase 12 Russian Sukhoi 

fighters was ‘to assist in the maritime defence of the Natunas’. Cited in Leifer, 'Indonesia’s 

Encounters with China and the Dilemmas of Engagement', 103. See also Laksmana, 

'Dimensions of Ambivalence' 29.  
55 Ibid.,90. Leifer cited an Indonesian defence document as evidence for the apparent shift in 

Indonesia’s defence approach. See Michael Leifer, The Policy of the State Defence and Security of 

the Republic of Indonesia (Jakarta: Department of Defence and Security, 1995), 12. 
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time) conducted around the Natuna Islands in 1996 was in response to China, 

but declared he "could not help it if there were observers who chose to see it 

that way".56 

Indonesia had adopted an essentially cautious approach to China following 

normalisation based on Indonesia's domestic power configurations and fear 

of Chinese irredentism. Re-emerging as a potential external threat to 

Indonesia, long preoccupied with internal security issues, China's bullish 

behaviour in the South China Sea and lack of defence transparency served to 

drive important decisions on Indonesia's military procurement. The immense 

implications of China's ascendancy in regional economic and strategic terms 

were well-understood by Indonesian foreign policy-makers who were among 

some of the key architects of East Asian regionalism. Whilst Indonesia 

pursued a strategy of integrating and socialising China politically and 

economically within ASEAN which was largely successful, bilateral relations 

remained relatively undeveloped and constrained by domestic political and 

ideological factors. 

Reformasi: The Paradigmatic Shift 

In 1997 fears of China's strategic intent were quickly overshadowed by a more 

immediate and tangible threat in the form of the 1997 Asian financial crisis. 

The economic contagion afflicting first Thailand and then the whole of 

Southeast Asia during 1997 reverberated positively for China's relationship 

with Indonesia and Southeast Asia more broadly.  Identified in the literature 

as a critical juncture in Sino-Southeast Asian relations, the effects of China's 

                                                   

56 John McBeth cited in Douglas Johnson, 'Drawn into the Fray', 158. For details of ABRI’s 

2008/2009 major joint exercise and who it was aimed at, see Laksmana, 'Dimensions of 

Ambivalence, 29-30. 
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skilled management of the crisis was a causal factor for improved Indonesian 

perceptions of China.57 In Indonesia, the financial crisis destroyed the New 

Order's political legitimacy, based on more than thirty years of economic 

growth. Tumultuous political events presented an opportunity for a new era 

in Indonesia-China relations for which Beijing had positioned itself brilliantly. 

By the end of the 1990s, democratic ideals, anti-Western sentiment and the 

gravity of Indonesia's financial crisis spurred a reappraisal of Indonesia's 

foreign relations. The beginnings of Indonesia's return to democracy were not 

particularly auspicious for Indonesia-China relations, however. Suharto's 

resignation in May 1998 was preceded by some particularly brutal violence 

against Jakarta's Chinese community and serious security disturbances across 

the archipelago. Both Indonesia and China's handling of the violence proved a 

test for the bilateral relationship. Despite protests outside Indonesia's Beijing 

embassy, China's careful management of the issue and public reassurances 

that it was an internal matter for Indonesia avoided old enmities escalating 

when China had previously intervened on behalf of Indonesia's Chinese 

community. When eventually forced by domestic political pressure to make a 

public statement, the Chinese government said it was an internal matter for 

Indonesia and were careful to use the term Yinni Huaren (Indonesians of 

                                                   

57  Sukma described the Asian financial crisis as 'a defining moment in Indonesia-China 

relations', see Sukma, 'Indonesia’s Responses to the Rise of China: Growing Comfort amid 

Uncertainties', Contemporary Southeast Asian Studies, 16, no. 1 (1994): 144; Sukma, 'Indonesia-

China Relations: The Politics of Re-engagement', 599. The Asian financial crisis is also 
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toward China’. See Brantly Womack, 'China and Southeast Asia: Asymmetry, Leadership and 

Normalcy', Pacific Affairs, 76, no.4 (Winter 2003/2004): 537. Joshua Kurtzlantick identified 1997 

and China’s ‘savy’ response to the Asian meltdown as the beginning of China’s soft-power 

emergence in Southeast Asia, See Joshua Kurtzlantick, 'China’s Charm Offensive in Southeast 

Asia',  Current History, 105, no. 692, (Sep 2006): 272. 
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Chinese descent) rather than Huaqiao (overseas Chinese).58  

 Although perceived as an interim leader without popular legitimacy, new 

Indonesian President B.J. Habibie was responsible for many of the 

fundamental constitutional, legislative and regulatory underpinnings of 

Indonesia's multiparty presidential democracy, including the abolition of 

some of the discriminatory measures against Indonesia's ethnic Chinese 

population. 59  It was Indonesia's fourth President, however, Abdurrahman 

Wahid, who signified a clearer departure from the New Order's approach to 

'the Chinese' – both in terms of domestic and foreign policy changes.   

Wahid was overt about a different policy approach with respect to China and 

Indonesia's ethnic Chinese community, with both aspects important to his 

government's 'democratic' political legitimacy. Cognisant of broad anti-

Western sentiment in Indonesia following the IMF's problematic approach to 

Indonesia during the financial crisis and the loss of East Timor following an 

Australian-led UN military intervention, Wahid turned to China, (along with 

India and ASEAN states) in what was dubbed an 'Asia First' foreign policy 

strategy. 60   Wahid chose China for his first official visit as President in 

December 1999, a visit which was reciprocated by Vice President Hu Jintao in 

July 2000. He appointed prominent ethnic Chinese economist Kwik Kian Gie 

                                                   

58 Sukma, 'Indonesia-China Relations: The Politics of Re-engagement', 599; Daojiong Zha, 

'China and the May 1998 riots of Indonesia: exploring the issues', The Pacific Review, 13, no. 4, 

(2001): 563. 
59 In March 1999 Habibie issued a decree to eliminate all forms of racial discrimination and 

following the announcement that democratic parliamentary elections would be held in 1999, 

ethnic Chinese formed several political parties, Storey, 'Indonesia’s China Policy in the New 

Order and Beyond', 156. For an excellent account of Habibie’s ‘rule-making fervour’, see Dewi 

Fortuna Anwar, 'The Habibie Presidency: Catapulting Towards Reform', in Soeharto’s New 

Order and its Legacy: Essays in Honour of Harold Crouch, eds. Edward Aspinall and Greg Fealy 

(Acton: ANU E Press, 2010), 99-118. 
60 The correct name was ‘Asia Coalition’. See Sukma, 'Indonesia’s Perceptions of China: The 

Domestic Bases of Persistent Ambiguity', 196.   
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as Coordinating Minister for the Economy and declared Chinese New Year a 

national holiday.61 As Indonesia remained in deep financial difficulty, Wahid 

encouraged ethnic Chinese entrepreneurs, many of whom had fled following 

the 1998 violence, to return home and repatriate their money to Indonesia. 

Wahid sought and gained Chinese assurances on Indonesia's unity and 

territorial integrity. 62 He lifted the ban on the display of Chinese characters 

and the imports of Chinese publications. 63  

Bilateral relations had been 'satisfactory' but constrained since the resumption 

of formal diplomatic ties in 1990, but regime change in Jakarta unlocked 

considerable unrealised potential that both parties were keen to take 

advantage of. The 1999 Joint Press Communiqué, which preceded the signing 

of a broad Memorandum of Understanding with China in May 2000, declared 

that there was much potential for 'further improvement and growth' in 

Indonesia-China relations. With a joint commitment to 'good-neighbourliness, 

mutual trust and all-round cooperation', the parties committed to increasing 

the frequency of high-level visits; strengthening exchanges between 

government departments, parliaments, military circles and political parties; 

and expanding cooperation in trade and investment and science and 

technology.64  

                                                   

61 The only ethnic Chinese ever appointed as minister under the New Order was wealthy 

businessman and Suharto crony, Bob Hasan, in Suharto’s last cabinet. See Storey, 'Indonesia’s 

China Policy in the New Order and Beyond', 166.  
62 China’s commitment to Indonesia’s sovereignty, territorial integrity and national unity 

were made at the July 2000 ASEAN Plus 3 meeting, see Anthony Smith, 'Indonesia’s foreign 

policy under Abdurrahman Wahid: Radical or status quo state', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 

22, no. 3, (2000): 509.  
63 'China mourns death of Indonesian former president Wahid'. Xinhua, December 31, 2009, 

http://id.china-embassy.org/eng/gdxw/t649792.htm. 
64 See Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Indonesia, 'Joint Press 

Communiqué of The People’s Republic of China and the Republic of Indonesia', December 

1999, http://id.china-embassy.org/eng/zgyn/aywz/t87361.htm 
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In ideological terms, the Wahid presidency signified an important break with 

the past and directly challenged some of the New Order's sacred cows. 

Wahid, a forthright reformist and religious pluralist, confronted the New 

Order taboo subjects of G30S/PKI head-on, apologising in March 2000 for the 

massacres and human rights violations against alleged communists and their 

families; calling for G30S/PKI events to be re-examined, and attempting, 

unsuccessfully, to revoke the ban on the Indonesian Communist Party. 65 

Wahid also sought to further reduce military influence through command and 

organisational changes to ABRI (rebadged as Tentara Nasional Indonesia, 'TNI' 

in April 1999). He  stood up to Indonesia's Army, the citadel of power 

amongst the armed services, and in 2000 replaced General Wiranto, serving 

concurrently as TNI Commander and Minister of Defence, with a Naval 

officer, Admiral Widodo as Commander-in-Chief and Dr Juwono Sudarsono 

as Minister of Defence, the first civilian since the Soekarno period.  

Important cultural and institutional shifts were also taking place within 

Indonesia's bureaucracy, concurrent with higher profile changes such as 

Wiranto's sacking. As examined in detail in Chapter three, the foundations of 

the military's socio-political role (dwifungsi) was steadily being dismantled 

during the early reformasi period and the system of 'kekaryaan' in which the 

military had been institutionalised across the breadth of the Indonesian 

bureaucracy from 1966, was coming to an end. Within the foreign ministry 

itself, an internal reorganisation in 2001 ended the practice of military officers 

holding senior echelon positions and reforms to the legislative and regulatory 

basis of Indonesia's foreign policy further empowered civilian oversight over 

                                                   

65 See 'Terhadap Korban G30S/PKI Gus Dur: Sejak Dulu Minta Maaf' [To the Victims of 
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foreign affairs. Following the military-orchestrated violence in East Timor 

between 1999 and early 2000, both the Habibie and Wahid administrations 

understood that reducing the military's power and projecting an image 

convergent with an aspiring liberal democracy, was not only important for 

Indonesia's international legitimacy, but equally its domestic credibility.  

Developments during the Wahid presidency best represent the transformative 

impact of Indonesia's democratisation on its relationship with China, for it 

was in the turbulent years between October 1999 and Wahid's impeachment 

in July 2001 that Indonesia's basic paradigmatic approach toward 'the 

Chinese' shifted. Wahid's battle for reform against hardline New Order 

elements would contribute to his political demise, but improved relations 

with China and Indonesia's ethnic Chinese community were perceived as a 

necessary part of the Wahid administration's democratic political legitimacy 

based on economic recovery and the rehabilitation of Indonesia's tarnished 

international image.66 Although Wahid's 'Asia First' policy has been dismissed 

in scholarship as more style than substance67, it was during this period that 

closer relations with China became an overt and legitimate part of Indonesia's 

reformasi foreign policy; a shift which continued under the administrations of 

President Megawati and incumbent, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono.  

                                                   

66 The deleterious consequences of Chinese capital flight from Indonesia following the 1998 

violence is covered in detail by Jemma Purdey, 'Anti Chinese Violence and Transitions in 

Indonesia', in Chinese Indonesians: Remembering, Distorting, Forgetting, eds. Tim Lindsey and 

Helen Pausacker (Singapore : Institute of Southease Asian Studies ; Melbourne : Monash 

University Press, 2005): 19-22. 
67 This argument was made by Sukma who argued that Wahid’s attempt to make Asia, 

especially China, Indonesia’s primary partner in order to reduce dependency on the West, i.e. 

the IMF and World Bank, represents the ‘form’ rather than ‘substance’ of foreign policy, see 

Sukma, 'Indonesia’s Perceptions of China', 197. 
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The Contemporary Relationship  

Bilateral relations have undergone remarkable improvement since 1998 and 

are characterised now by a growing level of confidence in Jakarta. Although 

economic relations remain the bedrock of the relationship there is an 

increasing breadth and depth of engagement and consultation across most 

sectors, including most remarkably, defence. Although Indonesia's political 

liberalisation has done much to ameliorate the domestic determinants of past 

problematic relations with China, it has not completely erased enduring fears 

about the competitive nature of the Chinese economy or concerns about 

China's longer term strategic intent.  The continuing unease in Indonesia's 

perceptions of China is characterised in terms of 'ambivalence and 

uncertainty' in the literature and the many contradictory aspects of the 

contemporary relationship – the warming of the defence relationship despite 

the persistence of a Chinese threat perception; expanding bilateral trade and 

investment despite concerns over Beijing's growing influence over Indonesia's 

economy, have been highlighted by Indonesian security scholars, such as 

Evan Laksmana, for example.68  

Much of the contemporary analysis on Indonesia-China relations points to a 

potential for residual issues in the relationship, largely ameliorated since 

democratisation, to be 'reignited' by China's own behaviour, and particularly 

a lack of judiciousness on China's part over the South China Sea or in 

managing its economic relations with Indonesia . 69  But in broad terms, 

                                                   

68 Laksmana, 'Dimensions of Ambivalence in Indonesia-China Relations',  31. 
69  See Sukma, 'Indonesia’s Response to the Rise of China: Growing Comfort amid 
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providing China maintains its current skilful policy approach toward 

Indonesia, the contemporary relationship will likely continue on its current 

trajectory of increasing foreign policy convergence and economic symbiosis, 

with significant benefits for both states as Asia-Pacific powers. 

Policy Consensus and Convergence 

Democratisation has facilitated a growing convergence of interests between 

Indonesia and China by emancipating Indonesia from the ideological 

constructs of the New Order and enabling policy-makers to fully take 

advantage of China's concerted economic and diplomatic investment in 

Southeast Asia. China is now one of Indonesia's priority bilateral relationships 

based on both the significance of China for Indonesia's economy and China's 

support for Indonesia's diplomatic ambitions. As an emerging great power, 

China, offers Indonesia benefits that converge neatly with its national policy 

priorities predicated on development, prosperity and achieving diplomatic 

stature commensurate with its growing power and economic consequence. 

Although democratisation has clearly provided bilateral relations between 

Indonesia and China with a significant fillip, Indonesia's collective strategy 

through ASEAN has remained essentially the same since the early 1990s – 

ensuring China's peaceful integration into the regional order in a way that 

will preserve Southeast Asia's political autonomy and confer maximum 

economic benefits to ASEAN states.  

Indonesia's democratisation process has engendered a strong degree of policy 

consensus on China and increasing integration of Indonesia's ethnic Chinese 

                                                                                                                                                  

Among Southeast Asian Chinese Entrepreneurs', The Copenhagen Journal of Asian Studies, 25, 

(2007): 46-47; and Laksmana argues that deep-rooted anxieties remain, 'Dimensions of 

Ambivalence', 31. 
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into the mainstream. Hervandi notes that: 'As more and more indigenous 

Indonesians enter the middle classes the issues of economic inequality is 

evolving from one that carries a stigma for Chinese Indonesians to one that all 

Indonesians must face'. 70  There are also increasing signs that Indonesia's 

Chinese are being 're-sinicised' since democratisation, manifest in Indonesia's 

official promotion of Indonesian Chinese culture, particularly in China.  In 

May 2011, for example, more than 300 Indonesian Chinese participated in an 

Indonesian cultural event in Fujian province, the ancestral homeland of many 

of Indonesia's Chinese, in an event aimed at "deepening old familial ties".71 

Moreover, Indonesia's muted reactions to a Wikileaks cable release in which 

senior Chinese officials 'sought to promote secular Islam in Indonesia by 

encouraging interaction with China's 20 million Muslims', failed to cause a stir 

in Indonesia, suggesting there was little political benefit in inciting anti-

Chinese sentiment in contrast to the New Order period. 72  

China's foreign policy approach to Indonesia reflects a strong appreciation of 

Indonesia's primus inter pares status within ASEAN and Indonesia's 

membership, alone among Southeast Asian states, in the Group of Twenty 

(G20). Indonesia has long been the critical veto actor in ASEAN, and its desire 

for a more high profile international role attracts China's ongoing and overt 
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support. Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao declared during his April 2011 visit to 

Jakarta, for example, that Indonesia had made 'an outstanding contribution' to 

ASEAN.73 With similar sentiment China's State Councillor Dai Bingguo told 

Indonesia's President that 'Indonesia and China are great regional countries', 

whose long-term relationship 'benefits the region and world peace and 

prosperity'.74  

Closer relations between Indonesia and China have engendered extensive 

bilateral consultation on ASEAN and G20 issues and a high frequency of 

reciprocal visits by Indonesian and Chinese officials. For example, in 2010, 

President Yudhoyono met with the Chinese President on the sidelines of the 

G20 Summit to discuss ways to further the strategic partnership and visited 

the China Pavilion at Shanghai Expo. He received both the Chairman of the 

Standing Committee of the Chinese National Congress in Jakarta;  the Chinese 

State Councillor in Jakarta for the Second Meeting of the China-Indonesia 

Dialogue Mechanism; followed by the Vice-Chairman of China's Central 

Military Commission. 75  This excludes numerous other visits at vice-

presidential, ministerial and parliamentary level including further 

consultations between foreign ministers on ASEAN and G20 issues. Clearly, 

Indonesia is important to China in its ASEAN policies and its G20 strategy, 

the latter based on developing country solidarity and common desire to 

reform global financial institutions to reflect new power centres in Asia. 
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Commemoration of the 60th Anniversary of China-Indonesia Diplomatic Ties of Friendship 

Part I’, http://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/wjb/zzjg/yzs/gjlb/2716/2718/t784650.htm 



162 

 

It appears that Indonesia's 'wait and see' approach of the 1990s has been 

replaced with a willingness to institutionalise engagement and articulate 

common objectives. Although Indonesia and China issued a Joint 

Communiqué committing to strengthening cooperation and exchange in 1999, 

the 'watershed' in Indonesia-China relations, as Indonesia's current 

ambassador to China described it, came in 2005, under the Susilo Bambang 

Yudhoyono administration when Indonesia signed a broad Strategic 

Partnership agreement with Beijing. Incorporating political, defence, security, 

legal, economic and socio-cultural cooperation, the Partnership was given a 

further boost in January 2010 by the ratification of a five year 'plan of action' 

committing to a 'bilateral dialogue mechanism on technical cooperation, 

cooperation in regional and international affairs and on funding 

arrangements'.76  

Following Wen Jiabao's visit to Jakarta in April 2011, bilateral consultation 

between Indonesia's Coordinating Minister for Political, Legal and Security 

Affairs (Menkopolhukam) and China's State Councillor, the premier bilateral 

dialogue mechanism, has been strengthened and a new Memorandum of 

Understanding between Foreign Ministries agreed to. In a sign of ever closer 

coordination between the two states, Indonesia and China have agreed to a 

range of joint activities, including training of diplomats, policy planning and 

research, and the establishment of hotlines between officials of foreign 

ministries at various levels.77  

Closer bilateral relations have reaffirmed both Indonesia and China's sense of 

                                                   

76 Imron Cotan, 'Indonesia a success story in the Asia and the Pacific' (Part 1 of 2), The Jakarta 
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not just regional, but global gravitas. Both economically significant, with the 

world's first and fourth largest populations respectively, their foreign policy 

discourse increasingly posits them as key arbiters of the future Asia-Pacific 

order. Indonesia and China are 'united giants' as Indonesia's ambassador to 

Beijing, characterised relations in 2011, 'with two prosperous, stably 

governed, and united giants cooperating well, the security, stability and 

prosperity of the region will be fully guaranteed'.78  

In the 1999 Joint Press Communiqué, which laid the foundations for a new era 

in Indonesia-China relations, both sides reiterated their 'willingness to 

consolidate the existing traditional friendship on the basis of the Five 

Principles of Peaceful Coexistence and the Ten Principles of the Bandung 

Conference'.79 Although the shared ideational basis of Indonesia and China's 

external outlooks emanating from the 1955 Bandung Asia-Africa Conference 

may have lacked substance in the past, closer bilateral relations have 

engendered a common sense of civilisational entitlement and historical 

consequence as two of Asia's great powers. Theirs was a 'shared Asian 

destiny' as Wen Jiabao told his Indonesian audience in 2011.80  

Economic Interdependence and Symbiosis 

The closer relationship between Indonesia and China, but also ASEAN-China 

collectively, is being driven in large part by economic factors. Much of the 

recent literature has discussed how the ASEAN China Free Trade Agreement 

(ACFTA) and economic developments are, in fact, trending toward growing 

economic complementarity and interdependence, partly allaying fears in 
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states such as Indonesia that it would be disadvantaged by the 

competitiveness of China's domestic industry.81 Amitav Acharya contended in 

writing about China and Southeast Asia that 'economic issues cannot be 

separated from strategic ones' arguing that Beijing, through its regional 

economic policies, has 'increased its political stock in the region'.82  

China is now ASEAN's largest trading partner and Indonesia's second 

largest.83 The political significance of the ACFTA is captured by one analyst 

who explained the realisation of ACFTA 'indicates that historical feuds and 

political clashes between ASEAN member states and the PRC are no longer 

one of the most important factors influencing ASEAN-PRC relations'.84 In 

2010, Indonesian Vice President Boediono, described ACFTA as 'the most 

important pillar of our [ASEAN-China's] friendship'. 85  Although the 

dichotomous features of competition and collaboration ascribed to ASEAN-

China economic relations in the literature applies also to Indonesia, scholars 

have also pointed to the fundamental complementarity of trade between 

Indonesia and China, arguing that the 'zero-sum view of China-ASEAN trade 

and investment' has been questioned and highlighting  the fact that 

'Indonesia's comparative advantage in fuels and agricultural raw materials is 

matched by China's comparative advantage in manufacturing products'. 86 

Indonesia's technocrats appear to share such views on the longer term 
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positive effects of the ACFTA, believing, despite Indonesia's USD 1.2 billion 

trade deficit with China since implementation of the ACFTA that trade 

imbalances will be resolved and in general terms, the ACFTA will boost 

Indonesia's trade and investment.87  

Outside technocratic circles, the ACFTA was certainly not without its 

detractors in Indonesia illustrating that competitiveness remains a feature of 

economic relations. In 2009, under considerable pressure from the private 

sector and civil society organisations (CSOs) the Indonesian government was 

forced to renegotiate 228 tariff lines and propose a working committee to 

tackle the ACFTA's predicted negative effects.88 The government then lobbied 

ASEAN unsuccessfully in 2010 for implementation of the ACFTA to be 

delayed for twelve months.89  

Indonesia's growing trade deficit with China and the ability of local 

manufacturing to compete with a flood of cheap Chinese imports aroused 

economic nationalist sentiment, long a feature of public discourse in 

Indonesia. Industry groups, farmers, politicians and sections of the media 

viewed Indonesia's provision of raw materials to China in return for 

manufactured goods as an attempt by China to impose an 'essentially neo-

colonial' trade pattern on Indonesia.90  Opposition within Indonesia to the 

ACFTA was not just about Chinese dominance over the economy, but poorly 
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School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of London, revised 2011, 

http://www.soas.ac.uk/cseas/events/file72193.pdf 
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executed trade policy implementation and resentment about foreign control 

more broadly. In response Indonesia introduced a range of bans on raw 

commodity exports including rattan and unprocessed minerals in a bid to 

become a manufacturer of higher value products.  

As one study into Indonesia-China trade relations noted, the majority of 

Indonesia's 'politicians and policy-makers remain half-hearted about trade 

liberalisation, despite their understanding of the importance of Indonesia's 

engagement with the world economy'.91 Indeed, it is largely due to China that 

Indonesia is Southeast Asia's strongest economy and based on current growth 

trajectories is predicted to become one of the world's ten largest economies by 

2015.92  China now ranks as Indonesia's second largest trade partner after 

Japan.93 Trade volume between Indonesia and China has increased by an 

average of 25 per cent since 2001 and reached USD 42.7 billion in 2010 with a 

new target of USD 80 billion by 2014.94   

As the world's fourth most populous state, Indonesia represents a growing 

consumer market for Chinese goods and is an important source of energy and 

natural resource commodities to China. 95  Major exports include liquefied 

natural gas, crude oil, and palm oil. 96  Bilateral economic cooperation is 

                                                   

91 Chandra and Lontar, 'Indonesia-China Trade Relations', 12.  
92 Michael Stutchbury, 'Sleeping Giant on our doorstep', The Australian, March 12-13, 2011.  
93 Contradictory claims on whether China is now Indonesia’s first or second largest trading 

partner. Wen Jiabao in remarks at a China-Indonesia Strategic Business Dialogue stated 
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focussed at increasing cooperation in investment, infrastructure, agricultural, 

forestry and energy sectors, including the development of small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs). Chinese investment, particularly in major infrastructure 

projects – roads, ports, rails, telecommunications and transport – is a declared 

priority for Indonesia.97 China recently announced plans to establish a China-

Indonesia economic and trade cooperation zone and is eager for Chinese 

companies to play a part in Indonesia's establishment of six economic 

corridors and special economic zones.98  

The significance of Chinese infrastructure investment in Indonesia was 

summed up in a Jakarta Post special supplementary edition: 'China has … 

become a major financier to mega projects in Indonesia, the role played by the 

World Bank, ADB, Europe, Japan and the United States in the past'.99 The 

Indonesian mindset is now 'Go Chinese!' explained one analyst, based on 

China's excellent reputation in infrastructure works, for example, which have 

resulted in better service and in less power outages by Indonesia's State 

Electricity Corporation (PT PLN). Indonesia's commercial embrace of China is 

additionally facilitated by the influence of Indonesia's ethnic Chinese business 

community and a general perception that 'China allows Indonesia to obtain 
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more things for less hassle', as opposed to Western partners.100 

This growing convergence of economic  interests between Indonesia and 

China is best reflected in the new catchphrase 'Chindonesia', which was a 

term coined around 2009 to denote the huge economic potential of China, 

India and Indonesia as Asia's next "growth triangle".101 At the heart of the 

'Chindonesia' concept is the inherent complementarity between the economies 

of Indonesia with India and China.  Indonesia has emerged as vital supplier 

of China's energy and food requirements in what business analysts 

characterise as a 'symbiotic relationship to China's growth'.102 As the world's 

second largest coal exporter and largest exporter of palm oil, Indonesia has 

become a vital supplier of commodities for China's power and food industry – 

Indonesia is the 'rocket fuel' for India and China's growth, as one Bloomberg 

analyst put it. 103   Investment banking sources describe how Chinese 

companies are increasingly focussed on Indonesia, as Southeast Asia's largest 

economy, for takeover targets and joint venture partners. Targets include 

LNG projects, coal mines and oil blocks owned by foreign companies in 

Indonesia.104  

                                                   

100 Views of Jakarta-based security analyst, conveyed via email, March 4, 2011. 
101 The term was first coined by Nicholas Cashmore, head of Indonesia research as CSLA Asia 

Pacific Markets. See Alex Dunnin, 'Arise Chindonesia',  Financial Standard Online, October 21, 
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Defence Cooperation, Strategic Leverage 

Although economic cooperation remains the bedrock of Indonesia's 

relationship with China, the expansion of bilateral defence engagement is 

evidence of both greater confidence and collaboration between Indonesian 

and Chinese military officers and an appreciation of the practical benefits 

China can provide Indonesia in terms of defence technology and leverage 

with other defence partners, particularly the US.  Bilateral defence 

cooperation has been ramped up in recent years with a 2011 announcement of 

a joint committee for defence cooperation and dialogue on exchanges of 

defence personnel, joint anti-piracy and counter-terrorism military exercises, 

coordinated maritime patrols in the Malacca Straits and defence industry and 

technology transfer collaborations. 105  In an unprecedented development, 

Indonesia and China conducted their first combined special forces training 

exercise in 2011 (repeated in 2012) and announced coordinated patrols in the 

South China Sea to deter illegal Chinese fishing.106 Aside from constituting 

important confidence building measures, such practical defence cooperation 

suggests Beijing is mindful that illegal Chinese fishing activities in Indonesian 

waters has the potential to conflate with Indonesia's larger concerns over 

South China Sea claims, undermining Indonesia's trust in China.  

Indeed, Indonesia's concerns about Chinese assertiveness in the South China 

Sea remain a key continuity in relations.  In July 2010, Indonesia lodged a 

                                                   

105 'RI-Cina Rencanakan Pertemuan Konsultasi Bilateral ke-4 Bidang Pertahanan' [Indonesia-
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protest with the UN in response to a 2009 circular note disseminated by China 

claiming its indisputable sovereignty over the South China Sea based on its 

nine dash line map. In riposte, Indonesia's Permanent Mission wrote to the 

Secretary-General both reaffirming Indonesia's impartiality on the dispute 

and making Jakarta's formal diplomatic position on Beijing's map abundantly 

clear: ' Allowing the use of uninhabited rocks, reefs and atolls isolated from 

the mainland and in the middle of the high sea as a basepoint to generate 

maritime space concerns the fundamental principles of the [UNCLOS] 

Convention and encroaches the legitimate interest of the global community'.107 

It concluded, 'the so called "nine-dotted lines map" … clearly lacks [sic] 

international legal basis and is tantamount to upset [sic] the UNCLOS 1982'. 

108  

At the same time Indonesia has been expanding defence engagement with 

Beijing, it has itself also been subject to some of the coercive measures 

employed by Chinese vessels against its ASEAN neighbours. In two separate 

incidents in 2010, confrontations between Indonesian naval vessels and armed 

Chinese fishing vessels in Indonesia's EEZ were reported in the media. In one 

instance the armed fisheries management vessel pointed its high calibre 

machine gun at an Indonesian patrol boat, which subsequently withdrew.109   

Despite such incidents, China continues to offer Indonesia diversity and 

affordability in security assistance and military procurement, which dovetails 
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nicely with a concerted policy objective of avoiding over-reliance on single 

source defence suppliers such as the US. There are a range of reasons why 

Indonesia has turned to China for defence needs, not least ongoing 

resentment against previous US policy embargoes within TNI ranks, but is 

also based on the fact that China 'remains the only major power truly willing 

to transfer its knowledge' by helping Indonesia enhance its own defence 

industry.110 Closer military collaboration is more significant than technology 

transfers, however, as it indicates improved perceptions and an increased 

willingness to engage China within TNI. A development which suggests the 

military's deeply-rooted suspicions about China have been partly eased by the 

pragmatic benefits of bilateral defence cooperation.  

The significance of 'third party' strategic dynamics on Indonesia's pursuit of 

closer defence ties with Beijing should not be overlooked as a causal factor in 

closer defence ties. China's willingness to work through multilateral 

arrangements and its appeal as a defence partner, in contrast to perceived US 

hectoring over human rights issues, has helped changed Indonesian military 

perceptions. 'TNI officers have come to view China in a completely different 

light', several officers explained.111 Moreover, defence cooperation with China 

has converged with current Indonesian public sentiment supporting an 

upgrade of TNI's capability as way of catching up with Malaysia and 

Singapore's defence capabilities, following public excitement over spats with 

Malaysia in recent years.112  

Expanding defence ties between Jakarta and Beijing illustrate the current 

complexity in Indonesia-China relations across a range of security and 
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economic issues. A former Indonesian diplomat characterised contemporary 

Indonesia-China relations as a "confusing interplay" between a close bilateral 

relationship and ongoing strategic distrust.113 In 2007, Pew found that 65% of 

Indonesians were favourably inclined towards China, but 44% saw China's 

growing military power as a 'bad thing'.114  In 2011 polling conducted by the 

BBC, 63% of Indonesians felt positive about China's growing economic 

influence.115 Indonesia has so far maintained a carefully measured rhetoric 

over China publicly, since it stands to gain immense benefits from the 

bilateral relationship in economic and diplomatic terms. For the time being 

Jakarta's preferred diplomatic strategy for dealing with the uncertainties 

posed by China's rise remains firmly multilateral.  

Conclusion  

This chapter has sought to explain the significance of changes in Indonesia's 

domestic political context for its relationship with China, and specifically how 

Indonesia's post-1998 democratisation experience helped transform a 

relationship characterised by enmity and antagonism into one of Indonesia's 

most important contemporary bilateral relationships. In just over a decade 

there has been a paradigmatic shift in Indonesia's relations with China, which 

has coincided with the dismantling of Indonesia's authoritarian power 

structures and the reassertion of civilian authority over national policy-

making, including foreign policy. Democratisation alone, however, is not the 

only explanatory variable behind a marked improvement in Indonesia-China 
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relations. The chapter has argued, rapprochement has also been brought 

about by broader geo-political shifts generally conducive to Sino-Southeast 

Asian relations, growing economic and normative convergence between 

China and Southeast Asia through ASEAN, and highly adept diplomacy and 

skilled foreign policy execution evident in China's approach to Indonesia.  

The changes in Indonesia's domestic political context wrought by political 

liberalisation nevertheless are significant, as they served to erode many of the 

remaining ideological, institutional and policy constraints on Indonesia-China 

relations that external factors could not. Reformasi in Indonesia significantly 

improved Indonesia's official perceptions of the Chinese and empowered 

civilian policy-makers to take advantage of the immense benefits inherent in 

China's economic and political ascendancy. Clearly, Indonesia's military had 

remained the most significant obstacle to true rapprochement and despite 

President Suharto's 1989 decision to normalise relations, internal constraints 

remained, not least in ABRI's ongoing dominance over the ideological 

parameters of Indonesia's foreign policy and the national policy apparatus. As 

the military's political influence and policy pre-eminence was incrementally 

dismantled through legislative and institutional reforms from 1998, 

democratisation served to both break the nexus between regime legitimacy 

and threat constructions of China, and bring to an end to internal power 

contests over foreign policy.  

The spectre of communist subversion had become passé to an Indonesian 

public no longer accepting of military repression, and the end of military's 

institutionalisation within Deplu provided civilian bureaucrats with the space 

and legitimacy to pursue true rapprochement with China. Democratisation, 

then, can be seen to have engendered a strong consensus and high degree of 

policy cohesion with respect to Indonesia's contemporary China policy. Such 



174 

 

developments resulting from changes in Indonesia's domestic political context 

served as an important break with the authoritarian past, enabling civilian 

actors to reinvigorate Indonesia's relations with China to reflect the values 

and exigencies of Indonesia's democratic, yet highly fluid politico-security 

context of the late 1990s. Closer relations with Asia's giant were critical to 

both Indonesia's external and domestic policy priorities aimed at restoring 

Indonesia's regional gravitas, increasing economic growth, and pursuit of 

international support for Indonesia's sovereignty and territorial integrity, in 

the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis and East Timor intervention.   

Democratisation can be understood as a positive disjuncture for Indonesia's 

relationship with China, expediting longer term systemic and normative 

processes drawing both states closer. The policy and ideational changes 

engendered by democratic reforms gave bilateral relations an important fillip, 

in addition to factors external to Indonesia's domestic politics.  And, although 

relations were already on a longer term positive trajectory, regime change in 

Indonesia provided the 'political space' and 'activism' to recast relations 

consciously and more assertively than would have happened without 

political liberalisation. Political elites like former President Abdurrahman 

Wahid used foreign policy as a rehabilitative tool and means of building 

democratic political legitimacy. Democratisation facilitated an attempt to 

address the more visceral reasons inhibiting trust and closer engagement. 

Inherent in the subsequent domestic and foreign policy changes was a 

message for Indonesia's ethnic Chinese community with natural resonance for 

Indonesia's relations with China – you are a legitimate part of Indonesian 

society.   

Indonesia's contemporary relationship with China can be understood as 

essentially dyadic in nature. Democratisation clearly provided bilateral 
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relations with a significant fillip, yet Indonesia's collective strategy through 

ASEAN – predicated upon managing China's peaceful integration into the 

regional order in a manner which would both preserve ASEAN's political 

autonomy and confer maximum benefits to Southeast Asia in economic terms 

– has remained essentially constant since the mid-1990s. It is in Indonesia's 

collective security approach to China that one can see residual ambiguities 

about China in strategic terms. In contrast, Indonesia's bilateral relationship is 

characterised by ever closer economic, political, socio-cultural and 

increasingly, defence engagement, to the point where China has become one 

of Indonesia's most important bilateral relationships. Although Indonesia's 

relationship with China remains characterised by dichotomous elements – 

friendship versus residual distrust, economic complementarity versus 

competition – Indonesia has sought to maximise the opportunities inherent in 

China's rise, whilst continuing to hedge against the strategic uncertainties it 

poses.  
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CHAPTER 5. 

FORM AND FUNCTION: INDONESIA AND ASEAN  

Introduction 

Given Indonesia's size and political influence within the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), it was likely that its transition to 

democracy would generate significant reverberations for the regional 

grouping. From the perspective of Indonesia's neighbours, the ascendancy of 

the New Order regime from the mid-1960s had been a transformative 

development for intra-regional relations in Southeast Asia. Established 

principally as a diplomatic association, it was a means by which Indonesia 

could mend diplomatic ruptures with Malaysia and Singapore, and build 

Southeast Asia's resilience against external powers. The political demise of 

President Suharto, one of ASEAN's founding fathers, carried with it 

considerable uncertainty for the future of the organisation. Moreover, the 

socio-political turmoil that accompanied Indonesia's political transition 

unleashed powerful centrifugal forces, which had militated against regional 

cohesion during the Soekarno period.  

The impact of dramatic changes in Indonesia's domestic politics as seen most 

clearly in Indonesia's post-authoritarian ASEAN policy. Indeed, Indonesia's 

democratic transition presented unchartered territory for ASEAN. For the first 

time in the history of the organisation, the democratic political milieu of its 

leading state was out of step with the authoritarian and semi-democratic 

nature of the majority of its members. Following its inception in 1967, ASEAN 

had emerged as a vital instrument of Indonesia's foreign policy. And although 
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nascent institutionalism could not substitute for Indonesia's key bilateral 

relationships in the economic sphere, ASEAN became the principal vehicle for 

the expression of Indonesia's de facto leadership in Southeast Asia and for 

managing the influence of extra-regional powers. 

As democratic norms increasingly began to permeate Indonesia's foreign 

policy discourse, an almost 'evangelical' approach to regional democracy 

promotion began to manifest itself in Indonesia's engagement with ASEAN.  

Indonesia's more activist foreign policy community, represented in dynamic 

civil society organisations (CSOs), pushed greater political integration within 

ASEAN and promoted democracy and human rights as core values. 

Compromises over the Terms of Reference for the ASEAN Charter and 

ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission for Human Rights (AICHR), 

however, demonstrated the limits of Indonesia's foreign policy and its ability 

to shape ASEAN convergent with its national political conceptions.  

Moreover, the greater plurality and contestability within Indonesia's foreign 

policy milieu, re-introduced an element of discord into Indonesia's relations 

with neighbouring states. 

This chapter argues that democratisation has changed the form of Indonesia's 

engagement with ASEAN, but not ASEAN's core functions in Indonesia's 

foreign policy.  As the ideational and institutional impacts of democratisation 

permeated Indonesia's foreign policy community, a new normative 

dimension to Indonesia's traditional leadership and activism began to assert 

itself in the country's  Southeast Asian diplomacy. But, as the chapter reveals, 

the efficacy of Indonesia's democratic diplomacy in ASEAN, remained 

constrained by strong resistance from non-democratic states and the inherent 

weakness of Indonesia as regional 'democratic exemplar'. Indeed, as the 

decade progressed, it became apparent that systemic factors manifest in 
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China's rise were proving powerful determinants of Indonesia's relationship 

with ASEAN.  

Background  

Indonesia's founding role in the establishment of ASEAN should be 

understood in the context of the country's domestic politics and the regional 

security environment facing Indonesia during the mid-sixties. The communist 

threat was at the forefront of the minds of regional statesmen gathered in 

Bangkok in 1967 to sign the declaration that would bring ASEAN into being.  

The broader regional security context was characterised by the escalating war 

in Indochina and ongoing communist insurgencies in Southeast Asia. ASEAN 

was created after two of its earlier precursors – the Association of Southeast 

Asia (ASA) and Maphilindo –had failed due to a bilateral territorial dispute 

between Malaysia and the Philippines, and Indonesia's armed and diplomatic 

Confrontation (Konfrontasi) against the Malaysian Federation. It was clear that 

the regional order – defined here as the structures which underpin peace, 

stability and prosperity in Southeast Asia – depended to a large extent on 

domestic political stability within the region's largest state. Soekarno's 

Konfrontasi campaign against Malaysia between 1963 and 1966 had been 

disastrous for Indonesia in economic and foreign policy terms. Moreover, the 

projection of intense domestic political competition into a belligerent foreign 

policy had militated against a sense of cohesion between the newly 

independent states of Southeast Asia.  

Political and Economic Functions 

The New Order government's desire to normalise relations with Malaysia and 

the birth of ASEAN were inextricably linked.  In fact, the concept of a new 
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regional association 'emerged as direct offshoots of the Indonesian-Malaysian 

normalisation talks held in Bangkok in early April and May 1966'.1 Cognisant 

that external power machinations in Indochina posed a much larger threat to 

Southeast Asia than the new Malaysian Federation, Indonesian military 

officers had engaged in secret negotiations with Malaysian officials prior to 

the 1965 counter coup that brought the military to power. 2  The need to 

reconcile differences with neighbouring states, differences which had 

damaged Indonesia's international reputation and moreover prevented 

Indonesia from assuming greater influence over regional politico-security 

dynamics, was clear in the thinking of those involved in the negotiations for 

the establishment of a new regional association. The New Order's primary 

rationale for participation in a new regional association was 'to regain trust 

already lost and credibility already destroyed ... second, were security 

considerations', as explained by former private secretary to Indonesian 

Foreign Minister Adam Malik.3 

The need to stabilise Indonesia's economy was also a critical factor driving the 

New Order's support for Southeast Asian regionalism. By 1965, Indonesia's 

economy had been close to collapse with an inflation rate at around 900 per 

cent and the country experiencing serious food shortages.4  For an economy 

dependent on primary commodity exports, access to Western markets was 

                                                   

1  Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism (Singapore: 
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Malik. 
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essential for Indonesia's economic growth. Soekarno's belligerent anti-

Western policies, however, had alienated major aid donors, including the 

United States and Japan, limiting Indonesia's access to both bilateral and 

multilateral financial assistance. Moreover, Indonesia's severing of diplomatic 

relations with the Malaysian Federation in 1963, which at that time included 

Singapore, cut Indonesia's exports access to their primary outlet to 

international markets. 5   The importance of economic ties with advanced 

market economies for Indonesia and fellow primary commodity exporters – 

Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines – was reflected in ASEAN's first 

Dialogue Partners.  They included Australia, Canada, the European Economic 

Community (EEC), the United Nations Development Fund (UNDP), the 

United States, Japan, and New Zealand.6 

Meanwhile, broader ideational trends at the international level were also 

helping to spur regionalism. The EEC had been established in 1958 providing 

for a common market and common transport and agricultural policies. In 

1961 nine Latin American countries signed an agreement to establish the Latin 

American Free Trade Association, and in 1963, the Organisation of African 

Unity (OAU) was established to 'promote unity and development, defend the 

sovereignty of its members, eradicate colonialism, and coordinate and 

harmonise members' economic… policies'. 7  The need for greater regional 

cohesion in the face of emergent international political and economic blocs 

was reflected in the opening paragraphs of the Bangkok Declaration. It stated: 

'that in an increasingly interdependent world, the cherished ideals of peace, 

freedom, social justice and economic well-being are best attained by fostering 

                                                   

5 Michael Leifer, Indonesia's foreign policy (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), 91–92. 
6  See Rodolfo C. Severino, 'ASEAN Beyond Forty: Towards Political and Economic 

Integration', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 29, no. 3 (December 2007): 410.  
7 Ibid., 408.  
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good understanding, good neighbourliness and meaningful cooperation 

among the countries of the region already bound together by ties of history 

and culture'.8  

The convergence of internal political and external economic factors, therefore, 

had a strong influence on Indonesia's support for a new regional association.  

Indonesia's bloody regime change in late 1965 was to prove ultimately a 

positive development for regional stability, reducing animosities between 

Indonesia and its immediate neighbours. At the domestic political level, 

Indonesia's support for ASEAN reflected a consensus between a group of 

influential military officers, technocrats and foreign ministry officials on the 

need to foster regional stability as a precondition for internal stability and 

economic growth.9 Much like Indonesia did four decades later, as a result of 

democratisation, the New Order government sought to project its national 

political conception, in this case 'national resilience' (ketahanan nasional), into a 

broader political conception for Southeast Asia.  

For the New Order government, regional stability provided the foundation 

for national security, and hence regime survival. In 1966, national defence 

think-tank 'Lemhannas', refined the concept of national resilience as: 'the 

ability of a nation to counter challenges, threats and obstacles emanating both 

internally and externally, which endanger the identity, integrity and 

continuity of national life'.10 Seven years later, President Suharto explained 

the New Order's conception of regional resilience to Indonesia's People's 

Representative Council (DPR): 
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 See Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 'The ASEAN Declaration, Bangkok 8 August 

1967', http://www.aseansec.org/1212.htm  
9 Interview with retired Lieutenant General, September 26, 2011.  
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In the long term, we want the nations of Southeast Asia to have the joint 

capacity to manage their own future and not let that future be determined 

or interfered with by external powers. A [strong] Southeast Asia can 

achieve welfare and prosperity for its peoples; it can possess a regional 

resilience which in turn, will provide a bigger contribution to world peace 

generally.11 

Indonesia's regional resilience concept was later internalised in ASEAN's 1976 

Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC), which committed states:  

'to endeavour to cooperate in all fields for the promotion of regional 

resilience, based on the principles of self-confidence, self-reliance, mutual 

respect, cooperation and solidarity which will constitute the foundation 

for a strong and viable community of nations in Southeast Asia'.12  

Beyond the reputational and economic factors driving Indonesia's support for 

a new regional organisation, ASEAN would fulfil another important political 

function for Indonesia's foreign policy.  ASEAN would come to serve as the 

institutional expression of Indonesia's sense of entitlement in Southeast Asian 

affairs and its vision of an autonomous regional order. It was a sense of 

entitlement based on Indonesia's historic, geographic, and demographic 

particularities as Southeast Asia's largest state. Michael Leifer, who best 

explained this entitlement aspect of Indonesia's foreign policy, saw ASEAN as 

an instrument for Indonesia's primacy in Southeast Asia. 'ASEAN was seen as 

the most appropriate instrument to expunge the legacy of confrontation', but 

'also to promote a willing acceptance of Indonesia's political primacy within 

Southeast Asia'.13  

Critically, this was never the perception of Indonesian foreign policy elites 

                                                   

11 Speech by President Suharto to DPR, August 1973. Ibid., 193–194. 
12 See Association of Southeast Asian Nations, Chapter III, Article 12 of the 'Treaty of Amity 

and Cooperation in Southeast Asia, Indonesia, 24 February 1976', 
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was a more subtle means of achieving Indonesia's hegemonic ambitions, since Confrontation 

had failed. See Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 220.  
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who strongly refuted the idea that Indonesia's relationship with ASEAN was 

evidence of Indonesia's regional primacy or hegemony. Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 

argued that ASEAN was more a demonstration of wilful self-restraint on the 

part of the New Order government.  'Indonesia subverted claims to regional 

dominance in favour of a low profile foreign policy, predicated on regional 

stability and economic growth'.14 Michael Antolik, Indonesia's establishment 

of ASEAN was an idea to obviate all future Konfrontasis in the region.15  'Self-

restraint rooted in the fear of consequences lays a more stable foundation' for 

regional cooperation, he argued. 16  Similarly, Ralf Emmers described 

Indonesia's participation in ASEAN as a 'policy of self-imposed containment' 

or 'self-abnegation'.17  

Indonesia has lacked both the capacity and will to achieve primacy in 

ASEAN, yet there was tacit recognition among fellow ASEAN states about 

Indonesia's special status within the grouping. Earlier surveys of regional 

elites revealed a general acceptance of the realities of Indonesia's primus inter 

pares status and its veto powers within ASEAN. 'There is nothing we can do to 

stop Indonesia from asserting itself', said a Malaysian foreign policy analyst. 

'It is only natural – as long as this role is not at the expense of the others'.18  

'Leading from behind', a common expression among Indonesia's foreign 

policy community, best conveys Jakarta's appreciation of its primus inter pares 

                                                   

14 See Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism, 222. This view is borne out 

in interviews of Indonesian foreign policy elites conducted between September to October 

2011 and 2012.   
15 Michael Antolik, ASEAN and the Diplomacy of Accommodation, (Armonk and London: M.E. 

Sharpe, 1990), 15. 
16 Ibid., 15.  
17 Ralf Emmers, 'The Influence of the Balance of Power Factor within the ASEAN Regional 

Forum', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 23, no. 2, (August 2001): 284.  
18 Cited in Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 228.  
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status and the need to avert perceptions of Indonesian dominance.19 'Size can 

be a liability' explained one diplomat, 'since the other countries are looking to 

Indonesia with suspicion, Indonesia has to exercise restraint. Indonesia has to 

earn leadership and invest something into it'.20 Rather than being a trojan 

horse for Indonesia's aspiring hegemony in Southeast, Indonesia's 

participation in a new regional association was a sign of its willingness to be 

tamed for the collective good. Preserving Southeast Asia's independence and 

autonomy vis-à-vis major powers was something deeply-ingrained in the 

ideational basis of Indonesia's foreign policy.  

Strategic Rationale 

Although ASEAN was established ostensibly to advance economic and socio-

cultural objectives, its primary function for Indonesia was strategic. From an 

Indonesian, and broader Southeast Asian, perspective ASEAN was a means of 

managing Chinese communist subversion and in later decades the attendant 

security, economic and political consequences of China's rise in addition to US 

and Soviet influence. Developments in the Middle Kingdom exerted a 

powerful influence over the birth and subsequent evolution of ASEAN over 

the past four and a half decades. For the New Order, rising as it had from its 

physical and political destruction of the left, the subversive threat of Chinese 

communism loomed larger than Soekarno's concerns about British or US 

imperialist constructs in Southeast Asia. The obverse side of the New Order's 

concerns about China was the need to keep Western powers engaged in 

Southeast Asia for strategic reasons, including critically, the United States. 

                                                   

19 General discussions with foreign policy community, Jakarta, 21 September 21 to 12 October 

2012. 
20 Senior unidentified diplomat cited in Daniel Novotny, Torn between America and China: Elite 

Perceptions and Indonesian Foreign Policy (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 

2010), 287. 
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The rapprochement between Washington and Beijing in 1972 and America's 

post- Vietnam War retreat from Southeast Asia was viewed with 

apprehension by the New Order regime for 'it shifted strategic developments 

substantially in Beijing's favour'.21   

Sino-US rapprochement reinforced Suharto's original vision for ASEAN to 

include all of Southeast Asia's mainland states, including, critically, Vietnam.22 

Despite Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia in 1978, which had posed a serious 

challenge to cohesion within ASEAN, ABRI saw Vietnam as an important 

counterweight to China and as a country to be admired for its common 

revolutionary struggle. Although the strategic rationale for ASEAN could be 

described simply as 'safety in numbers' and hence its importance as a strategic 

buffer for Indonesia, Jakarta's ability to preserve the region's autonomy was, 

in reality, limited by the material constraints of its members and contingent 

upon cooperation from major powers. Despite Indonesia's declaratory non-

alignment policy, the New Order government understood that an ongoing US 

strategic presence in Asia was critical to thwarting potential Chinese 

hegemony. ASEAN's 'operational security doctrine ... depended on a 

supporting pattern of power in which the United States ... played the critical 

balancing role'.23 

A number of interrelated factors underpinned ASEAN's efficacy as a 

                                                   

21 Point made by Michael Leifer, 'The ASEAN Regional Forum: Extending ASEAN's model of 

regional security, Adelphi Paper, no. 302, (1994): 8. 
22 The Bangkok Declaration pointedly allowed for eventual accession by all Southeast Asian 

states. See fourth declaration, Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 'The Asean Declaration 

(Bangkok Declaration), 8 August 1967', http://www.aseansec.org/1212.htm. However, 

Cambodia and Burma declined an invitation to join ASEAN. See Severino, 'ASEAN Beyond 

Forty', 408. 
23 Jurgen Haacke, 'Michael Leifer, the balance of power and international relations theory', in 

Order and Security in Southeast Asia: Essays in Memory of Michael Leifer, eds. Joseph Chinyong 

Liow and Ralf Emmers (London and New York: Routledge, 2006)  51.  
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consultative security community. In addition to an ongoing US presence, 

ASEAN's later success depended on eliciting China's cooperation, specifically, 

Beijing's willingness to be enmeshed within an ASEAN-centred multilateral 

framework.  China's deference to ASEAN norms, particularly the non-use of 

force in the settlement of regional territorial disputes was critical to sustaining 

ASEAN's 'hedging utility' or the institutional balancing function of ASEAN 

vis-à-vis extra-regional powers.24. As scholar Jurgen Ruland characterised it, 

ASEAN was less as an institution designed to solve functional needs, and 

more designed to 'balance power disequilibria'.25  

As a result, binding mechanisms and closer economic and political integration 

reminiscent of the European model, was viewed with less enthusiasm by 

ASEAN states, including of course, Indonesia's oligopolist and authoritarian 

political culture. Finally, ASEAN's ability to maintain regional stability 

depended on the ongoing unanimity among its member states – the 

consultative and consensus-based norms, which lay at the heart of the 

'ASEAN Way'.26 Any disruption to one of these elements carried significant 

risk for ASEAN, which, by the 1970s Indonesian Foreign Minister Adam 

Malik had declared the cornerstone (soko guru) of Indonesia's foreign policy.  

Defining ASEAN  

ASEAN was founded ostensibly to promote economic and socio-cultural 

objectives – but this was a 'cover for ASEAN's political purposes' as former 

                                                   

24 See Jurgen Ruland, 'Southeast Asian Regionalism and Global Governance: "Multilateral 

Utility" or "Hedging Utility"?', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 33, no. 1 (2011): 83–112. 
25 Ibid., 89. 
26 See Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 'The Asean Declaration (Bangkok Declaration), 

8 August 1967'. 
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Secretary-General Rudolfo Severino described it.27 Established initially as an 

intergovernmental forum of foreign ministers, ASEAN seemed to defy precise 

definition. Dismissed variously as a 'code of conduct', a 'talk-shop', and a 

'club', ASEAN had its many detractors, particularly amongst political 

realists.28 Although it is difficult to attribute complex regional developments 

to single variables, the absence of serious intra-regional conflict in Southeast 

Asia is attributable in part, to the habit of dialogue and confidence-building 

which ASEAN engendered.  

At its inception in 1967, the association provided for an annual meeting of 

foreign ministers (the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting, AMM); a Standing 

Committee under the chairmanship of the host foreign minister; a number of 

Ad Hoc and Permanent Committees on specific areas and a National 

Secretariat in each member state to carry out the work of the Association. The 

original five ASEAN members signed the Zone of Peace, Freedom and 

Neutrality (ZOPFAN) Declaration in 1971, articulating a common desire to be 

free from the hegemony of great powers. In reality, however, there were 

differences in interpretation over how ZOPFAN would be achieved, 

particularly between Indonesia and Malaysia. These differences reflecting 

ongoing variations in strategic perceptions among Southeast Asian states and 

their attitudes to extra-regional powers.29  

It was not until 1976, at the first ASEAN Summit (Heads of Government) 

Meeting, that ASEAN's politico-security objectives were overtly addressed. 

The Declaration of ASEAN Concord (Bali Concord I), agreed to in February 

                                                   

27 Severino, 'ASEAN Beyond Forty', 409. 
28 See, for example, David Martin Jones and M.L.R. Smith, 'Making Process, Not Progress: 

ASEAN and the Evolving East Asian Regional Order', International Security, 32, no. 1 (2007): 

148–84. 
29 See Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 176-182. 
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1976, proved a pivotal development in the institutional evolution of ASEAN. 

Among its key achievements was the TAC, which for the first time articulated 

ASEAN's norms based on sovereignty, territorial integrity, non-interference in 

other states' internal affairs and renunciation of the use or threat of force in 

the settlement of regional disputes. The choice of Bali for the first Summit 

meeting and Jakarta as the location for an ASEAN permanent Secretariat 

reflected both Indonesia's intellectual contribution to ASEAN and its de facto 

leadership in ASEAN. Indonesian Lieutenant General (ret'd) H. R. Dharsono 

was appointed ASEAN's first Secretary-General before his dismissal by 

Suharto in 1978 for his support for anti-government student demonstrations.30  

Halcyon Days  

In many respects, the 1980s and early 1990s can be seen as the halcyon days 

for Indonesian multilateralism and leadership in Southeast Asia. As the 1978 

Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia focussed ASEAN's diplomatic efforts for 

the next decade or so, Indonesia assumed a central role as ASEAN's official 

interlocutor with Vietnam, and from 1988 to 1990 hosted a series of meetings 

known as the Jakarta Informal Meetings (JIM) including Vietnamese, Chinese 

and Soviet representatives. 31  Indonesian Foreign Minister Ali Alatas co-

sponsored the signing of the Paris Peace Agreements, which brought a 

comprehensive political settlement to Cambodia in 1991. The 1990s saw both 

an expansion in ASEAN's membership and institutional changes in response 

to shifts in the post-Cold War security environment.  Between 1995 and 1999, 

for example, Vietnam, Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia all joined ASEAN, 

fulfilling Suharto's original vision for an association encompassing the whole 

                                                   

30 Ibid., 113.  
31 See Suryadinata, Indonesia's Foreign Policy Under Suharto, 128-134. 
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of Southeast Asia. Brunei had acceded in 1984 following its independence 

from Britain. 

The establishment of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994 was both a 

sign of ASEAN's utility as a balance-of-power instrument and its attempts to 

adapt to the changing politico-security exigencies of the post-Cold War 

environment. Concerned about US retreat from Southeast Asia following 

Washington's 1991 decision to withdraw from Subic Naval Base and Clarke 

Airfield in the Philippines, Singapore had lobbied for a permanent ASEAN-

Post Ministerial Conferences (PMC) mechanism, which could incorporate 

ASEAN foreign ministers and their dialogue partners in a security dialogue 

process. 'Peace and stability in the Asia Pacific depends not only whether the 

United States continues to lead as she has in the past, it also depends on how 

America settles her relationships with other major powers – Russia, China, 

Japan', stated Singaporean Foreign Minister Wong Kan Sen.32  

The ARF was designed to keep the US engaged multilaterally in Southeast 

Asia and to incorporate China into regional institutions. Indonesia had 

initially resisted the establishment of ARF, afraid the incorporation of extra-

regional powers would erode Southeast Asia's autonomy, 'but in the end 

balance of power considerations won out', wrote Ralf Emmers. 33 The ARF 

undeniably helped underpin ASEAN's centrality in Asia-Pacific political 

processes, but ASEAN's strength as a regional institution lay not particularly 

in its agency or intellectual leadership, but more in the fact that 'it was the 

                                                   

32 Welcoming remarks at Singapore's Foreign Minister Wong Kan Sen at the meeting between 

ASEAN and Dialogue Partners in Singapore, 26 July 1993, cited in Ralf Emmers, 'The 

Influence of the Balance of Power Factor within the ASEAN Regional Forum', 280. 
33 Ibid., 280. 
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only acceptable convenor of region-wide political and security forums.'34 As 

Emmers noted, 'a United States or Japanese-led arrangement would have 

been unacceptable to the PRC'.35  

Critically, by the end of the 1990s, ASEAN appeared increasingly successful in 

enmeshing China into its multilateral rules-based framework. This had been a 

key objective of some of the intellectuals behind New Order-era ASEAN 

policy such as Jusuf Wanandi and Hadi Soesastro and was a successful 

manifestation of ASEAN's balance-of-power utility.36 ASEAN's expansion of 

its dialogue partnerships in 1997 to include the ASEAN Plus Three (APT) 

mechanism established a vital intergovernmental conduit (at Heads of 

Governments level) between Southeast Asian and Northeast Asian states – 

South Korea, Japan and China.  The dialogue with Northeast Asian states, 

conducted multilaterally through the APT process and bilaterally through the 

ASEAN Plus One process, was particularly significant for ASEAN, given its 

increasing economic integration with China and the attendant reverberations 

of China's rise for broader politico-security dynamics. Meanwhile, ASEAN 

had by the early 1990s attracted a growing number of affiliate groups, 

particularly in the academic, professional, commercial and NGO sectors.37  Its 

senior officials meetings (SOMs), a plethora of working groups and dedicated 

national secretariats, would emerge as the principal workhorses of Southeast 

Asian multilateralism. 

Crisis and Paralysis 

The three decade leadership of military strongman Suharto can be seen as a 

                                                   

34 Ibid., 281. 
35 Ibid. 
36 In addition to foreign ministers and senior diplomats, of course.  
37 Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN, 241-275. 
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positive force for ASEAN cohesion. Although Indonesia's authoritarianism 

may have constrained normative and integrative advances in ASEAN, respect 

for Suharto's leadership ensured inter-state differences were kept in check 

and disputes out of the public domain. 38 The sovereignty and consensus-

based norms manifest in the 'ASEAN Way', appeared to be a highly successful 

formula for Southeast Asian style governance. In addition to ASEAN's 

strategic buffer function against external powers, the culturally relativist 

position inherent in the 'ASEAN Way' had been useful in deflecting Western 

criticisms of regional human rights violations, most egregious being in Burma 

and Indonesia itself.39 As long as ASEAN was comprised predominantly of 

non-democratic regimes, including Indonesia as its linchpin, 'indigenous 

conceptions of authority' based on hierarchy, deliberation and consensus 

typical of the region's patrimonial political cultures served ASEAN well.40  

There was, moreover, a sense of indispensability about ASEAN in New Order 

foreign policy.  Despite the longstanding aspirations of Indonesia's political 

elites for a greater global role, other multilateral entities like the Non-Aligned 

Movement (NAM) or Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC), were too 

large for Indonesia to wield sufficient influence or too threatening in domestic 

political terms. By contrast, ASEAN's non-binding mechanisms, its balancing 

utility and de facto acknowledgement of Indonesia's leadership status within 

the sub-region, served the political interests of the Suharto regime well. Such 

                                                   

38 Preserving unanimity was something Suharto worked hard at behind the scenes when 

required, and was something he valued-highly. Interview with retired senior Indonesian 

diplomat, September, 25, 2012. 

39 R James Ferguson, 'New Forms of Southeast Asian Regional Governance: From Codes of 

Conduct to Greater East Asia', in Non-Traditional Security Issues in Southeast Asia, ed. Andrew 

Tan and J. D. Kenneth Boutin (Singapore: Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies, 2001), 

124. 
40 For evidence of this argument see Amitav Acarya, 'Democratisation and the Prospects for 

Participatory Regionalism, Third World Quarterly, 24, no. 2 (2003): 379. 



192 

 

interests were largely defined by Cold War geopolitics and the developmental 

and nation-building imperatives of post-colonial Asia. ASEAN's strategic 

buffer function had also extended to safeguarding state elites. 'The core 

principle of non-interference was designed to assist the member states engage 

in the often brutal business of nation-building, safe in the knowledge that 

their neighbours would refrain from interfering'.41 

Rocked by a series of crises in Indonesia and other parts of Southeast Asia at 

the end of the 1990s, ASEAN was rendered largely ineffective. Adrift, without 

the leadership of its largest member, Indonesia, which had plunged into a 

full-scale political and economic crisis, ASEAN was paralysed by its non-

interference norms. ASEAN's raison detre for Indonesia, as a tool for 

preserving its sovereignty and autonomy in intra-regional affairs was lost, as 

external powers intervened to stabilise Indonesia's economy and deploy 

troops into the province of East Timor.42 At the end of the New Order period, 

marked by Suharto's resignation in May 1998, what appeared to have been 

ASEAN's strength over the previous decades was revealed as its greatest 

weakness. When confronted with multiple challenges in an organisational 

leadership vacuum, regional financial contagion and serious internal security 

contingency, the core of Southeast Asian multilateralism was shown wanting.    

The Post-Authoritarian Period 

By the end of the 1990s, the effects of domestic upheaval on Indonesia's 

leadership of ASEAN seemed all too apparent.  It will '…take years for 

Indonesia to resume the role as leader of ASEAN', predicted one academic in 

                                                   

41  Alan Collins, 'A People-Oriented ASEAN: A Door Ajar or Closed for Civil Society 

Organisations?', Contemporary Southeast Asia, 30, no. 2 (2008): 314.  
42 Although the International Force for East Timor (Interfet) was led by Australia, ASEAN 
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1998.43 'ASEAN [is] barely a blip on [Indonesia's] radar, proclaimed Asiaweek's 

September 1998 edition.'44  Remarkably, in the space of five years, Indonesia 

emerged from the real prospect of national disintegration with greater policy 

coherence and a greater sense of political confidence. In fact, it soon became 

clear that Indonesia's revitalised sense of political purpose would not be 

confined to its territorial borders. Unleashed from the constraints of political 

authoritarianism and seized with an opportunity, Indonesia's foreign ministry 

reached out to intellectuals, legislators and civil society actors to set about 

recrafting a democratic identity for Indonesia.  Indonesia was intent on 

sharing its lessons learned, no matter that democracy Indonesia-style was 

viewed with derision in some quarters of ASEAN.  

Ideational Influences  

Indonesia's projection of a democratic foreign policy served key political 

functions in restoring Indonesia's battered international reputation at the 

beginning of the decade and in enhancing the legitimacy of successive 

democratic governments with both domestic and international constituencies. 

It was hoped that promoting democracy abroad would strengthen Indonesia's 

nascent democratic institutions at home. Indonesia had always placed much 

expectation on its chairmanship of ASEAN. It needed to deliver and it needed 

to be seen as an activist and innovative policy-maker within the regional 

grouping. Moreover, democracy was an important part of Indonesia's new 

post-authoritarian identity; key intellectuals like Dewi Fortuna Anwar had 

argued this.45  

                                                   

43 Smith, 'Indonesia's Role in ASEAN: The End of Leadership?, Contemporary Southeast Asia, 

21, no. 2 (1999): 257. 
44 Ibid. Asiaweek cited in Smith.  
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Beyond instrumental motivations, there was an 'evangelical' aspect to 

Indonesia's new normative-led diplomacy, predicated upon a sense of 

'democratic determinism'—that democracy was the best political system for 

guaranteeing broader regional cohesion and prosperity.46 Indonesia would 

socialise a new normative agenda within ASEAN as a basis for a more 

resilient and participatory type of regionalism. 'If ASEAN was more rules-

based, good governance and democracy would surely follow', argued 

reformist general Agus Widjojo.47 Indonesia's conception of national security, 

long defined in the context of the broader regional milieu, now incorporated 

democracy as a basis for a stable, just and prosperous regional order.48  

With the direct election of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY) in 

2004, the foundations of Indonesia's contemporary parliamentary 

democracy—represented by direct presidential elections, fully-elected central 

and regional legislatures, and multiparty coalition government—were 

cemented. In this context, the reformasi changes in Indonesia's foreign policy 

can be understood in terms of the shifting basis of Indonesia's political 

legitimacy, which was no longer dependent on the state's coercive capacity, 

but on its ability to deliver on a popular mandate. President Yudhoyono 

reaffirmed Indonesia's commitment to ASEAN in his first major foreign policy 

speech in 2005 and in so doing expressed strong continuities in Indonesia's 

foreign policy. 'We will stay the course with ASEAN as the cornerstone of our 

                                                                                                                                                  

Journal of Democracy, 22, no. 4 (October 2011): 112. 
46 Democratic determinism argument has been made by a number of scholars. See Kelley 

Currie, 'Mirage or Reality? Asia's Emerging Human Rights and Democracy Architecture' 

(Project 2049 Institute, December 2010), 26; and generally Acarya, 'Democratisation and the 

prospects for participatory regionalism', 375-90; Agus Widjojo, 'Democracy, National Security 

and Foreign Policy' (Paper presented in NDU/PACOM Symposium: Asia-Pacific 

Democracies: Advancing Prosperity and Security, Honolulu, June 8, 2005). 
47 Widjojo, 'Democracy, National Security and Foreign Policy', 5. 
48 Ibid. 
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foreign policy. And our heart is always with the developing world, to which 

we belong'.49 

The nexus between the SBY administration's foreign policy and its domestic 

political legitimacy—the 'intermestic' nexus, as Harvard academic Robert 

Putnam conceptualised it—was increasingly articulated in Indonesia's foreign 

policy guidance.50 The foreign ministry's 2009–2014 strategic plan stated: 

Indonesia's foreign policy must reflect its internal democratic 

transformation. In the forward period, the support and participation of all 

stakeholders will be required to increase foreign policy effectiveness in 

strengthening Indonesia's position in the international order.51   

Indonesia's pursuit of a democratic foreign policy, thus, served important 

instrumental and ideational functions. Utilised by Indonesia to boost its 

traditional leadership and agency in Southeast Asian affairs, damaged in the 

aftermath of the Asian financial crisis, Indonesia's normative-led foreign 

policy was also designed to boost the democratic legitimacy of post-

authoritarian governments domestically. 'Confidence that democracy was not 

only a national value, but also a critical resource that contributed to 

[Indonesia's] success', led to a 'greater emphasis' on liberal concerns in 

                                                   

49  Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, 'Speech by the President of the Republic of Indonesia Before 

the Indonesian Council on World Affairs', May, 19, 2005, 
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International Organization,  42, no. 3 (1988): 427-60. 
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Indonesia's foreign policy'.52 Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda, supported by 

his Director-Generals and Directors, drove Indonesia's new normatively-

focussed foreign policy from around 2001. Backed by presidents Megawati 

and SBY, who understood the nexus between their own political legitimacy 

and the projection of democratic values in Indonesia's foreign policy, the 

foreign ministry increasingly set about projecting Indonesia's internal 

democratisation agenda onto ASEAN: 

For Indonesia, the evolution of ASEAN that is more alert to democratic 

principles and good governance is critical to ensure that there would not 

be a disconnect or divide between the transformation that has taken place 

within Indonesia and the regional milieu.53  

New Normative Leadership 

By 2001 democracy had begun to enter Indonesia's foreign policy lexicon, 

evident in statements by new Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda who 

proclaimed Indonesia's credentials as third largest democracy in the world.54 

Earlier, in an attempt to move ASEAN beyond its intergovernmental basis, 

the first ASEAN People's Assembly (APA) was launched by CSIS Jakarta and 

the Singapore Institute of International Affairs (SIIA) as a Track II dialogue. 

The APA aimed to encourage broader societal participation in ASEAN 

beyond the elite level and to enhance community-building within ASEAN. It 

included democracy and human rights on its agenda and reflected the central 

role played by CSIS Jakarta in driving a new normative agenda. A body 'of 

the people, for the people' of Southeast Asia, connoted more the 'American 
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Way' than 'the ASEAN Way', wrote Emmerson. 55  Although Indonesia, in 

particular CSIS intellectual Hadi Soesastro, drove the APA initiative, some 

ASEAN states were clearly less supportive. 56 CSIS was forced to hold the 

Assembly in Indonesia's Batam Province, for example, rather than nearby 

Singapore, the location of the 2000 AMM, due to member states' 

'sensitivities'.57  

Indonesia's renewed activism and new normative leadership in ASEAN was 

on full display at the Ninth ASEAN Summit meeting in 2003, where Indonesia 

introduced a suite of innovative and audacious measures for consideration. 

Championed by a more activist foreign policy community in the likes of a 

younger generation of diplomats, intellectuals and civil society actors, 

Indonesia 'startled' ASEAN members with a proposal for an ASEAN Security 

Community (ASC). 58   Although conflict resolution had long been an 

aspirational part of ASEAN's security remit, members' adherence to ASEAN's 

non-interference doctrine had constrained measures beyond confidence 

building and preventative diplomacy. Yet Indonesia's ASC proposal 

contained 'sweeping arrangements' for the resolution of conflicts and 

disorder, including humanitarian crises such as 'gross violations of human 

rights'.59   Author of the paper, CSIS scholar Rizal Sukma, argued that ASEAN 
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should be able to engage in peacekeeping operations in a member state with 

the consent of its government.60 Although 'Indonesia's proposal was accepted, 

'albeit in watered down terms', the final Declaration of ASEAN Concord (Bali 

Concord II) reaffirmed the sanctity of ASEAN's non-interference principle and 

respect for national sovereignty. 61 The ASC Blueprint, adopted by ASEAN in 

2004, did, however, call 'on member states to promote political development 

in order to 'achieve, peace, stability, democracy and prosperity in the region'.62 

Indonesian policy-makers deliberately aimed high and achieved some 

progress in their new normative agenda in ASEAN, at least in declaratory 

terms.  

As Indonesia's relationship with ASEAN revealed its sense of entitlement, it 

also conferred a strong sense of responsibility for the modalities of regional 

governance and their adaptation to external pressures. In addition to the 2003 

ASC proposal, Bali Concord II had committed ASEAN to establishing an 

'Economic Community' and 'Socio-Cultural Community' at the behest of 

Singapore and the Philippines respectively.  The ASEAN Community concept 

was originally envisaged in ASEAN's Vision 2020 statement declared at the 

peak of the Asian financial crisis in 1997.63  An ASEAN Economic Community 

(AEC), ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) and ASEAN Security 
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2004), 21-22.   
62 Sukma, 'Indonesia Finds a New Voice', 114. 
63 Vision 2020 spoke of a 'Concert of Southeast Asian Nations' with 'an abiding respect for 

justice and rule of law'. It committed ASEAN to closer economic integration through financial 

sector liberalisation and transport and communications connectivity, and a 'Community of 

Caring Societies', with a strong emphasis on human security and sustainable development. 

See Association of Southeast Asian Nations, '1997 ASEAN Vision 2020 adopted on 15 

December 1997 in Kuala Lumpur', available at National University of Singapore (NUS), 

Centre for International Law, http://cil.nus.edu.sg/1997/1997-asean-vision-2020-adopted-on-

15-december-1997-in-kuala-lumpur-malaysia-by-the-heads-of-stategovernment/  
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Community (later amended to a Political-Security Community (APSC)), 

would constitute the three pillars of a comprehensive 'ASEAN Community' to 

be realised by 2015. The community proposal was formally agreed under Bali 

Concord III during Indonesia's chairmanship in 2011. Although there was a 

clear nexus between Indonesia's political liberalisation and its pursuit of a 

democratic agenda in ASEAN, less obvious perhaps was the link between 

Indonesia's regime change and the expedition of integration processes within 

ASEAN.  

The Suharto government had long resisted 'functional integration' within 

ASEAN. 64  Closer economic integration had not been in the New Order's 

interests, despite earlier agreement on a Preferential Trading Agreement 

(PTA) and ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). 65 The New Order economy was 

defined by its oligarchic and monopolistic business practices, underpinned by 

widespread collusion and corruption. Moreover, barring Singapore's regional 

entrepot role, ASEAN economies had been more competitive with each other 

than complimentary, a factor which had also militated against closer 

economic integration. Although regional economic integration had been a 

stated goal of ASEAN since 1992, the 2003 Bali Concord II for the first time 

committed ASEAN to a 'single market and production base'.66  

                                                   

64 Smith, 'Indonesia's Role in ASEAN: The End of Leadership?',242. 
65 Ibid. See also Towards Realising an ASEAN Community, The ASEAN Economic Community, 

12.  
66 Severino, 'ASEAN Beyond Forty', 411. Bali Concord II stated that 'the ASEAN Economic 

Community shall establish ASEAN as a single market and production base. In moving 

towards the ASEAN Economic Community, ASEAN shall, inter alia, institute new 

mechanisms and measures to strengthen the implementation of its existing economic 

initiatives including the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA), ASEAN Framework Agreement on 

Services (AFAS) and ASEAN Investment Area (AIA); accelerate regional integration in the 

priority sectors; facilitate movement of business persons, skilled labour and talents; and 

strengthen the institutional mechanisms of ASEAN…'. See Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations, 'Declaration of ASEAN Concord (Bali Concord II)', 
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Indonesia viewed substantive integration within ASEAN as a means of 

building Southeast Asia's strength and competitiveness as a bloc in an 

increasingly globalised world. Indonesia's support for a stronger socio-

cultural community within ASEAN was not new, but reflected the objectives 

of the APA in building a common identity and stronger economic focus.  

Giving voice to the ASEAN masses, moving ASEAN away from its 

predominantly intergovernmental basis, and encouraging links between 

ASEAN civil society networks was no longer considered a threat to 

Indonesia's regime stability. Indeed, Indonesian NGOs grew seven-fold in the 

period following Suharto's demise. 67  Authoritarian political models had 

shown their ineffectiveness in the face of new opportunities and threats 

presented most starkly in the economic and political effects of the Asian 

financial crisis. For Indonesia a more democratic, transparent, rules-based 

grouping would have sufficient flexibility and dynamism to adapt to 

international security and economic pressures. 'We cannot develop a strong 

ASEAN if internal political orientations are divided', explained a former 

senior diplomat. 'The economic community needed to be balanced with the 

APSC (ASEAN Political Security Community)'. 68  This was clearly a 

continuum of the New Order's regional resilience concept. Closer political 

integration, including the adoption of democratic norms as envisaged by the 

APSC concept, was not just an end in itself for Indonesia, but a new means of 

                                                                                                                                                  

http://www.asean.org/asean/asean-summit/item/declaration-of-asean-concord-ii-bali-

concord-ii  
67 See Collins, 'A People-Oriented ASEAN',  320 
68 Interview with former senior Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta, October 9, 2012. The APSC was 

adopted at the 14th ASEAN Summit in 2009. It has the following components: political 

development; shaping and sharing of norms; conflict prevention; conflict resolution; post-

conflict peace building; and implementing mechanisms. See Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations, 'ASEAN Political-Security Community', http://www.asean.org/communities/asean-

political-security-community 



201 

 

achieving old objectives.  

Constitutive Power and Individual Agency 

The new emphasis on normative concerns in Indonesia's foreign policy was 

clearly a catalyst for a raft of institutional innovations within ASEAN. Jurgen 

Ruland, described this in terms of Indonesia's new 'constitutive power', which 

rested on Indonesia's 'ability to affect major changes in the regional mode of 

governance'. 69  Arguably, Indonesia as ASEAN's veto actor, long had a 

powerful influence over institutional changes within ASEAN.  But it was with 

a new intensity following democratisation that Indonesia and particularly 

Foreign Minister Wirajuda, pushed ASEAN in different and at times, 

uncomfortable directions.   

In addition to the 2003 ASPC proposal, Indonesia was the 'prime mover' 

behind the 2007 ASEAN Charter, which committed ASEAN to the 'principles 

of democracy, rule of law and good governance, respect for and protection of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms'. 70  The ASEAN Charter was 

designed to place ASEAN on a firmer legal footing, as previously it had been 

little more than a diplomatic 'code of conduct' in terms of international legal 

status. The Charter strengthened ASEAN's institutional basis and, 

importantly, conferred legal status to ASEAN. International recognition of 

ASEAN's 'legal personality' was important to Indonesia, as it provided 

ASEAN with the authority and legitimacy to undertake UN-mandated 

                                                   

69  Barnett and Duvall cited in Jurgen Ruland,'Deepening ASEAN cooperation through 

democratisation? The Indonesian legislature and foreign policy making', International 

Relations of the Asia Pacific, 9 (2009): 397.   
70 See Anne Marie Murphy, 'Indonesia Returns to the International Stage: Good News for the 

United States', Orbis, 53, no. 1 (Winter, 2009): 75;  Preamble of The ASEAN Charter available 

at http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/research/Philippines/ASEAN%20Charter.pdf 
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missions, for example.71  The UN, according to an Indonesian ASEAN official, 

had long had issues with the lack of clarity about ASEAN's legal status.72 

Indonesia's earlier proposal for an ASEAN human rights body during the 

2003 ASEAN Summit was finally realised in the establishment of the ASEAN 

Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) in 2009.73 Article 

14 of the ASEAN Charter had committed ASEAN to establishing an ASEAN 

human rights body with responsibility for drafting an ASEAN Human Rights 

Declaration. Indonesia's eagerness for ASEAN to adopt universal standards 

for democratic governance and human rights was evident in statements by 

foreign ministry officials. Indonesia had looked to the United Nations Human 

Rights Council and other multilateral entities for guidance, arguing that 

ASEAN's international credibility depended on high standards. 74   'Why 

should we be afraid? Even African nations under the African Union already 

have a powerful human rights mechanism', argued foreign ministry 

spokesman Teuku Faizasyah. 75  Foreign Minister Wirajuda argued for a 

revision of the non-interference principle arguing that gross human right 

                                                   

71 In 2011, for example,  the UN Security Council and International Court of Justice ‘explicitly 

mandated’ a direct role for ASEAN in resolving conflict between Thailand and Cambodia 

over the Preah Vihear temple issue. See PLE Priatna, 'Indonesia and ASEAN's peacemaking 

role', The Jakarta Post, July 22, 2011, 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2011/07/22/indonesia-and-asean%E2%80%99s-peace-

making-role.html 
72 Interview with former senior Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta, October 9, 2012. 
73 A commitment to human rights cooperation, promotion and protection was actually made 

at the 26th AMM in Singapore in 1993, prior to ASEAN's expansion to include the communist 

states of Vietnam and Laos, and Myanmar and Cambodia in 1999. See Ary Hermawan, 

'AICHR: ASEAN's journey to human rights', The Jakarta Post, January 11, 2010, 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2010/01/11/aichr-asean%E2%80%99s-journey-human-

rights.html  
74 Ary Hermawan, 'Indonesia says regional rights body must have teeth', The Jakarta Post, July 

11, 2009, http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2009/07/11/indonesia-says-regional-rights-

body-must-have-teeth.html  
75  Ibid. 
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violations were not just a domestic issue.76  

Calls to revise the non-interference principle were not unique to reformasi era 

Indonesia of course. Thailand had argued for a revision of the non-

interference principle through its concept of 'flexible engagement' back in 

1998 and both Bangkok and Manila had welcomed a more people-oriented 

ASEAN. Surprisingly, given Malaysian leader Mohamad Mahatir's ruthless 

repression of political opposition, Malaysia too encouraged the 

institutionalisation of linkages between ASEAN and CSOs under the prime 

ministership of Abdullah Badawi. For example, the inaugural ASEAN-Civil 

Society Conference (ACSC), initiated by the Malaysian government in 2005, 

'marked the first time that Southeast Asian CSOs were invited to present their 

deliberations to ASEAN Heads of State'.77 

ASEAN's other democracies and even 'semi-democracies', in the case of 

Malaysia, had long recognised the need for substantive reform within 

ASEAN, and particularly in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis. On 

democracy and human rights promotion, however, it was Indonesia that 

proved the most ardent supporter as reflected in the ASC, the ASEAN Charter 

and its battle for a credible human rights regime. 'Others were committed, 

said a former senior diplomat involved in ASEAN processes, but it was 

Indonesia which defended it [democracy and human rights] at all costs'.78  

Indeed, the agency and personal commitment of Hassan Wirajuda to 

                                                   

76 Thailand had earlier argued for a revision of the non-interference principle through its 

concept of 'flexible engagement' in 1998. See Smith, ''Indonesia's Role in ASEAN: The End of 

Leadership', 250. For Teuku Faizasyah's and Wirajuda's comments see Lilian Budianto, 'RI 

vows to buck ASEAN rights slide', The Jakarta Post, March 5, 2009, 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2009/03/05/ri-vows-buck-asean-rights-slide.html  
77 Collins, 'A People-Oriented ASEAN' 320. 
78 Interview with retired senior Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta, October 9,  2012. 
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democratic reforms within ASEAN should not be underestimated in any 

analysis of Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign policy.  Even predecessor 

Ali Alatas was surprised Wirajuda was willing to push such a contentious 

issue area in ASEAN. 79  Wirajuda's commitment in fact went beyond 

advocacy. On occasions he resorted to hectoring and shaming his ASEAN 

colleagues into adopting international human rights norms. Wirajuda 

challenged ASEAN's complacency on these issues, highlighting ASEAN's 

relative backwardness in this area in comparison to other multilateral entities 

like the EU, Pacific Islands Forum, African Union or Organisation of 

American States. At the 2003 AMM in Cambodia, for example, Wirajuda told 

foreign ministers that ASEAN could no longer hide behind Asian values. 

'Torture, political detainees, it cannot not be justified. We (ASEAN) are 

allergic to democracy and human rights. This is our deficiency and we need to 

talk about it!'80At the final 'heated' meeting agreeing to the Terms of Reference 

for the AICHR, Wirajuda subjected fellow ASEAN foreign ministers to a two 

hour lecture, according to an Indonesian human rights activist.81  

In a post-authoritarian political context, it was not just Indonesia's foreign 

ministry under Wirajuda which had become more assertive on regional 

democracy promotion, but Indonesia's legislature, the DPR. Newly 

empowered vis-à-vis the executive, it became an important foreign policy 

actor in its own right and particularly with respect to Indonesia's relations 

with ASEAN. Through its veto powers and powerful committee system, 

legislators in Commission I and Commission III responsible for foreign policy 

and human rights issues respectively, began to exert more pressure on the 

                                                   

79 Ibid.  
80 Ibid. 
81 Interview with Indonesian human rights activist, Jakarta, September 12, 2012. 
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executive over human rights issues. In 2008, the DPR vetoed Myanmar's 

ambassadorial appointment to Jakarta, citing its 'failure to realise 

reconciliation with opposition groups or stop human rights violations' and 

delayed ratification of the ASEAN Charter over its 'weak human rights 

provisions'. 82  Furthermore, through membership of an ASEAN Inter-

Parliamentary Caucus, influential DPR members such as Marzuki Darusman, 

Djoko Susilo, Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, exercised an important 

accountability function on the executive, helping to maintain the focus on 

human rights progress in Myanmar.83  

Changes in Indonesia's domestic politics clearly had reverberations for 

ASEAN, spurring integration processes, cementing ASEAN's legal identity 

and providing at least 'declaratory' adherence to democratic norms. But 

despite Indonesia's normative activism, its ability to affect substantive 

reforms over human rights, in particular, remained limited. 'One against nine' 

characterised the heated debates between Indonesia and other states over the 

Terms of Reference for the ASEAN Charter and the AICHR.84 Indonesia's 

vision for a ASEAN human rights regime with real 'teeth' in the protection, 

investigation and prosecution of human rights violations were significantly 

watered down, much to Jakarta's irritation. The AICHR was, in effect, a 

compromise body, with agreement only being reached after other ASEAN 

                                                   

82 See Jusuf Wanandi, 'The ASEAN Charter and Remodelling Regional Architecture',  East 

Asia Forum, November 9, 2008, http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2008/11/09/the-asean-charter-

and-remodeling-regional-architecture/; Lee Jones, 'Democratisation and foreign policy in 

Southeast Asia: the case of the ASEAN Inter-Parliametary Myanmar Caucus', Cambridge 

Review of International Affairs, 22, no. 3 (2009): 399.  
83 For mention of Susilo and Katjasungkana see Jones, 'Democratisation and foreign policy in 

Southeast Asia', 399. As chairman of DPR Commission I, Marzuki Darusman, former 

Attorney General ensured the DPR was committed to democracy and human rights in 

ASEAN and not simply to embarrass the executive. Interview with former DPR member, 

September 26, 2012. 
84 Sukma, 'Indonesia Finds a New Voice', 119. 
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members agreed to Jakarta's demand for a mandatory five-yearly review'.85 

Tussles over the Charter and AICHR demonstrated the limits of Indonesia's 

influence in the face of ASEAN's consensus and sovereignty-based norms.  It 

also revealed the internal contradictions in Indonesia's promotion of a 

regional human rights regime and the realities of Indonesia's newly 

'democratic' political milieu.  

Prescription for Disarray 

Paradoxically, as regime change boosted Indonesia's enthusiasm for 

multilateralism, the effects of Indonesia's democratic transition initially 

served to undermine Indonesia's regional bilateral relations. Greater plurality 

and contestability within Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign policy milieu 

inserted an element of volatility and neo-nationalism into Indonesia's bilateral 

relations with its neighbours. No longer kept in check by the primacy of 

President Suharto and the premium he placed on preserving a public face of 

ASEAN unity, old animosities particularly with respect to Malaysia and 

Singapore, flared in Indonesia's legislature, media and broader public 

domain.  

Tensions between Indonesia and Malaysia surfaced in a series of 'cultural 

spats' over Malaysia's alleged appropriation of Indonesian dances, songs and 

batik, which vented itself in heated public protests and media campaigns 

within Indonesia. 86 More ominously, Indonesia and Malaysia – ASEAN's 'two 

                                                   

85 Ibid., 114. The ASEAN Human Rights Declaration was adopted at the 21st ASEAN Summit 

in Phnom Penh on 18 November 2012. It has been criticised by the UN High Commissioner 

for Human Rights and Human Rights Watch. See Paula Gerber, 'ASEAN Human Rights 

Declaration: A step forward or a slide backwards?', The Conversation, November 21, 2012, 

http://theconversation.com/asean-human-rights-declaration-a-step-forward-or-a-slide-

backwards-10895 
86 In addition to naval skirmishes over Ambalat, perceived Malaysian attempts to appropriate 
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pillars', as they had been described historically – were involved in a series of 

naval skirmishes over East Ambalat, an oil rich block in the Sulawesi Sea. 

Further disputes arose over transnational environmental issues. In 2002, the 

Megawati government signed an ASEAN agreement on tackling regional 

haze pollution problems, caused by the effects of forest burning in Sumatra 

and Kalimantan. The Agreement was met, however, with stiff opposition in 

Indonesia's DPR who argued that the DPR should only ratify the bill if 

ASEAN members agreed to cooperate in combating illegal logging.87  

Similarly, a bilateral Defence Cooperation Agreement with Singapore was 

met with hostility in the DPR, which viewed its provisions as a threat to 

Indonesia's territorial integrity and refused to ratify it.88  Both the government 

and DPR understood there was political leverage in withholding ratification 

of agreements that would benefit Malaysian and Singaporean interests.  

Indonesia linked the DCA with Singapore to a bilateral extradition treaty, 

which would see the potential repatriation of billions of dollars from mainly 

ethnic Chinese corruption suspects, who had evaded Indonesian justice by 

fleeing to Singapore.  There was sentiment that Indonesia 'had always been on 

short end of the stick with Singapore and Malaysia' and there was a strong 

                                                                                                                                                  

Indonesia’s cultural heritage in its “Malaysia: Truly Asia” tourist promotional campaign has 

ignited anti-Malaysian sentiment in Indonesia. Malaysia’s use of an Indonesian folk song 

‘Rasa Sayange’ and the Bali Pendet dance in their advertising campaign, resulted in violent 

protests against the Malaysian Embassy and threats by vigilante groups to conduct ‘raids’ 

against Malaysians in Jakarta.  Cases of abuse of Indonesian maids by Malaysian employers 

also caused tensions, see 'Indonesia’s anti-Malaysia feeling still strong', Asia News Network, 

September 15, 2009, http://www.asianewsnet.net/print.php?id=7768 
87  The DPR is yet to ratify the ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution 

(AATHP). The Agreement is seen as valuable leverage or 'quid pro quo' for Singapore 

agreeing to sign the bilateral Extradition Treaty with Indonesia. Interview with Indonesian 

diplomat, Jakarta, September 24, 2012. 
88 The DPR is yet to ratify DCA and Extradition Treaty with Singapore. 
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'quid pro quo' element in the DPR's refusal to cooperate. 89  Indonesia's 

democratisation, rather than delivering a regional peace dividend, seemed 

more like a 'prescription for disarray'.90    

Illiberal Democracy  

The initial optimism of some analysts regarding democracy as a 

transformative agent for ASEAN was tempered by deeper analysis of the 

dynamics of Indonesian foreign policy-making. Indonesia's nascent 

democracy continued to exhibit many illiberal features and the New Order's 

patrimonial business and political culture had survived the authoritarian era 

largely intact. Indonesia's transplacement-type democratic transition, in effect, 

meant that many New Order elites were simply 'reconstituted' in new party 

vehicles and different political guises.91 Despite Jakarta's conviction about its 

new 'soft power' credentials, in reality Indonesian-style democracy was of 

little appeal to neighbouring semi-authoritarian states.  

The adversarial nature of executive-legislative relations and vocal critiques of 

government carried in the media and social networking sites was an 

unattractive model for many ASEAN governments. Indeed, the effectiveness 

of the DPR as an agent of democratic reform within ASEAN was constrained 

by the corrupt political culture of the legislature itself and the ongoing ability 

of the executive to circumvent opposition to specific policies.92 In the first five 

                                                   

89 Interview with former DPR member, September 26, 2012. 
90 Amitav Acarya cited Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder as key proponents of this thesis. 

See Amitav Acarya, 'Democracy or death? Will democratisation bring greater regional 

instability to East Asia?', The Pacific Review, 23, no. 3, (July 2010): 339. 
91 Vedi R. Hadiz, 'The Rise of Neo-Third Worldism? The Indonesian Trajectory and the 

consolidation of illiberal democracy,' Third World Quarterly, 25, no. 1 (2004): 64. 
92 Jones, 'Democratisation and foreign policy in Southeast Asia', 399. Jones says that the 

executive largely ignored the AIPMC’s preferred policy of suspending Myanmar from 

ASEAN and its support for UN humanitarian intervention following Cyclone Nargis, where 
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years or so following the advent of reformasi, Indonesia had been plagued by 

serious internal security challenges manifest in terrorism, communal violence 

and ongoing separatist insurgencies. Moreover, the flurry of security sector 

reform initiatives in the early years of reformasi largely stalled under SBY's 

leadership, leaving the military (TNI) and newly independent police force 

(Polri) largely intact.  

The lack of political will behind further security sector reform, served to 

preserve a culture of impunity and corruption in Indonesia's security forces 

and more importantly, continued access to lucrative off-line budget funding.93 

Although democratisation in Indonesia saw the constitutional and legislative 

enshrinement of civil and political rights, a failure to enforce the law has 

hollowed out Indonesia's democratic gains. Structural deficiencies in 

Indonesia's democracy were reflected in the country's notoriously corrupt and 

poorly-paid judiciary, which is prone to being bought off by powerful vested 

interests.  An increasing failure to protect the rights of religious minorities 

attracted growing domestic and international criticism and brought strong 

domestic criticism to bear regarding the dissonance between Indonesia's 

domestic and foreign policy. In May 2012, for example, a prominent English 

language daily accused the foreign minister of 'lying for the country' in 

relation to the UN's May 2012 Universal Periodic Review (UPR) on Indonesia 

before the UN Human Rights Council.94 Similarly UN High Commissioner for 

                                                                                                                                                  

it abstained from a Security Council vote in Nov 2006, 399 
93 For analysis of the human rights implications of TNI's business activities see Human Rights 

Watch Asia, 'Too High a Price: The Human Rights Costs of the Indonesian Military's Business 

Activities," June 2006, 

http://www.hrw.org/reports/2006/indonesia0606/indonesia0606webwcover.pdf; International 

Crisis Group, 'Indonesia: The Deadly Cost of Poor Policing'(Asia Report No. 218, February 16, 

2012), http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/asia/south-east-asia/indonesia/218-indonesia-

the-deadly-cost-of-poor-policing.aspx 
94  'Lying for the country', Editorial, The Jakarta Post, May 23, 2012, 
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Human Rights Navi Pillay stressed the importance of translating Indonesia's 

international human rights obligations into domestic law.95  

Initial optimism that  democratisation within Southeast Asia's largest state 

would result in  significant 'spill-over' effects for ASEAN was tempered by 

the realities of systemic and domestic constraints on Indonesia's foreign 

policy. As one analyst concluded with respect to ASEAN states, including 

Indonesia, 'the mere presence of democratic institutions …[is]… insufficient 

alone to create a 'liberal' foreign policy'.96 Amitav Acharya, noting ongoing 

instability in Indonesia, concluded that 'prospects for ASEAN as a democratic 

community' remained 'a far off possibility'. 97   Others questioned the 

conviction behind democracy promotion by Asian governments, labelling it 

'post-modern' democracy promotion in which states 'appropriate the 

language and symbolism of democracy, but drain the concept of its critical 

content'.98  

This kind of sentiment is certainly reflected in criticisms of Indonesia's foreign 

policy made in the Indonesian media and by the CSO community. Such 

criticisms centre on Indonesia's hypocrisy in promoting itself as a democratic 

exemplar abroad, but failing to protect human rights at home. Moreover, 

earlier champions of democracy and human rights in Indonesia's foreign 

                                                                                                                                                  

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2012/05/23/editorial-lying-country.html. Indonesia is 

party to eight core human right conventions and has committed to the ratification of the 

Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT) and the Convention for the 

Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance. It has recently ratified the 

Convention on the Rights of Migrant Workers. 
95  United Nations Human Rights, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 

'Opening remarks by UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Navi Pillay at a press 

conference during her mission to Indonesia', November 13, 2012, 

http://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=12781&LangID=E 
96 Jones, 'Democratisation and foreign policy in Southeast Asia', 389. 
97 Acarya, 'Democratisation and the prospects for participatory regionalism', 387. 
98 ANU academic Benjamin Reilly cited in Currie, 'Mirage or Reality?',  5. 
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policy, such as former Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda and Marzuki 

Darusman, no longer hold positions of influence in government. It is getting 

harder to ensure that democracy and human rights remain at the forefront of 

Indonesia's foreign policy agenda in ASEAN, according to one civil society 

activist involved in foreign policy formulation.99  

Outside the ASEAN framework, Indonesia's Bali Democracy Forum (BDF) 

attracted criticism for including repressive states like China and Myanmar in 

its meetings and for failing to adequately fund its secretariat.100 Interestingly, 

China was identified as an undeclared target of Indonesia's normative 

activism by several Indonesian sources.101 The BDF was an attempt to 'encircle 

ASEAN' and encourage China and the CLVM states they were 'in the 

minority'.102 For Indonesia, attempts to socialise China into ASEAN's new 

normative agenda were a logical extension of a four-decade policy aimed at 

taming Beijing.  

Post-ASEAN Foreign Policy 

Indonesia's democratisation appeared to unleash a series of contradictory 

currents in Indonesia's ASEAN policy. Despite Indonesia's renewed 

leadership and investment in ASEAN, leading foreign policy intellectuals 

openly questioned the utility of ASEAN to Indonesia's foreign policy. 103 

Buoyed by the apparent success of Indonesia's democratic transition and 

Indonesia's growing sense of confidence in its emerging power status, 

                                                   

99 Interview with human right activist, Jakarta, September 24, 2012. 
100 Ben Reilly cited in Currie, 'Mirage or Reality?', 5. 
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102 Interview with former senior Indonesian diplomat, Jakarta, October 9, 2012. 
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Post, May 6, 2008, http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2008/05/05/insight-ri039s-foreign-

policy-and-meaning-asean.html  



212 

 

prominent foreign policy expert, Rizal Sukma, openly called for a 'post-

ASEAN' foreign policy. Sukma did not advocate dispensing with ASEAN, but 

rather questioned the centrality of ASEAN in Indonesia's foreign policy. He 

argued that 'ASEAN should no longer be treated as the only cornerstone of 

Indonesia's foreign policy', but 'should constitute only one of the available 

platforms' through which Indonesia 'could attain and fulfill its national 

interests'.104 

These frustrations were based partly on Indonesia's increasing confidence and 

the constraints of a regional association comprised mainly of authoritarian 

states and their inviolable sovereignty-based norms. 'There is nothing worse 

than being ignored', argued Sukma in frustration with Indonesia's constant 

need to compromise for the sake of ASEAN solidarity.105  Sukma's sense that 

ASEAN was a constraint on Indonesia's foreign policy was not new. His 

reference to ASEAN as a 'golden cage' for Indonesia was a term used in earlier 

criticisms of ASEAN, but it was his frustrations over Indonesia's need to 

compromise over the ASC, ASEAN Charter and AICHR in particular, which 

had exasperated Sukma and most probably reflected the sentiments of many 

within Jakarta's foreign policy community.106  

But as frustrations grew, the weight of systemic factors – namely the rise of 

China – combined with growing Sino-US tensions, appeared to underscore 

the core balancing utility of ASEAN for Indonesia. By the end of the first 

decade of the new millennium, Indonesia's need to secure its leadership in 

ASEAN and preserve Southeast Asia's autonomy, was made more urgent by 

                                                   

104 See Rizal Sukma, 'Indonesia needs a post-ASEAN foreign policy', The Jakarta Post, June 30, 
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the increasing exercise of Chinese power. Although democratisation had 

engendered closer bilateral relations between Jakarta and Beijing, Indonesia 

had remained concerned about China's strategic intentions, particularly in the 

South China Sea. The issue resurfaced as a dangerous flashpoint in Sino-

Southeast Asian relations with a series of events, which appeared to reinforce 

the intractability of the dispute and its potential to divide ASEAN.  

In 2010, China declared the South China Sea as a 'core interest' on a par with 

Tibet and Taiwan and Beijing engaged in a series of maritime skirmishes with 

Vietnam and the Philippines in their Exclusive Economic Zones. Although 

Indonesia sensed it had greater leverage with Beijing in comparison to other 

Southeast Asian states by virtue of its size, strategic location and honest 

broker role, the aspiring hegemon appeared increasingly restless with the 

external constraints imposed upon it.107 A decade after China launched its 

'charm offensive' in Southeast Asia, its willingness to translate economic 

power into regional political leverage was becoming more evident in the case 

of ASEAN's smaller members, like Cambodia. Some analysts, noting 'China's 

long tradition of keeping neighbouring polities either divided from each other 

or incorporated within a Chinese polity', predicted the inevitable division of 

ASEAN into 'mainland' and 'maritime blocs'.108 Others predicted that China's 

enthusiasm for participation in multilateral activities would decrease if it was 

'unable to obtain leadership status' or was 'only able to preserve … current 

                                                   

107 Based on interviews conducted in Jakarta between September to October 2011 and 2012, 

there is a general consensus among Indonesia's foreign policy elites that Indonesia has a 

greater degree of political leverage over Beijing in comparison to other Southeast Asian states. 

One respondent summed it up when asked whether Beijing listens when Jakarta talks: "Oh 

yes, the problem is we don't say enough!" Interview with senior think-tank representative, 

Jakarta, September 22, 2011.  
108  Geoff Wade, 'ASEAN Divides', New Mandala, December 2010, 

http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/Wade-ASEAN-

Divides.pdf  
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interests'.109  

The South China Sea as a manifestation of China's increasing economic and 

strategic weight, unsettled the region and contributed to major 'rebalancing' 

of US military capabilities to the Asia-Pacific. It also highlighted the 

'increasing strategic fusion of North and Southeast Asia' as Leifer 

characterised it.110 Such trends served to increase the stakes for Indonesia's 

leadership of ASEAN and heighten policy-makers sense of responsibility for 

maintaining 'dynamic equilibrium', amidst considerable regional uncertainty. 

The unprecedented failure by ASEAN to issue a joint communiqué at its July 

2012 ministerial meeting in Phnom Penh seemed to reinforce the negative 

consequences of China's rise for Southeast Asian regionalism. ASEAN Chair 

Cambodia, widely considered to acting as a proxy for Beijing was seen by 

many critics as having engaged in a spoiling role over South China Sea 

discussions.111  

ASEAN's failure to find a public face of unity in Cambodia deeply unsettled 

Indonesia and moreover, caused unprecedented questions about the role of 

the Chair. 'No-one expected the chair to be an antagonist!', exclaimed one 

individual about the Cambodian foreign minister's attempts to stifle 

discussion of South China Sea issues.112 Moreover, the SCS issue served to 

foment longstanding doubts about the Philippines' sense of commitment to 

ASEAN. The ASEAN state, dismissed in an official Indonesian foreign 

                                                   

109 Taek Goo Kang, 'Assessing China's approach to regional multilateral security cooperation', 

Australian Journal of International Affairs, 64, no. 4 (August 2010): 426.  
110 Michael Leifer, 'The ASEAN Peace Process: A Category Mistake', The Pacific Review, 12, no. 

1 (1999): 34. 
111 For an excellent account of Cambodia's antics at the July 2012 AMM, see Manuel Mogato 

and Stuart Grudgings, 'ASEAN Way founders in South China Sea storm', Reuters, July 17, 

2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/07/17/us-asean-china-idUSBRE86G09N20120717  
112 Confidential interview, Jakarta, September 27, 2012. 
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ministry publication as '300 years in a convent and 40 years in Hollywood', 

was viewed as unnecessarily provocative by Indonesia, with Philippines 

foreign minister reportedly exclaiming that 'ASEAN was an exercise in 

futility!'.113 

It was clear that Indonesia was unnerved by developments in Phnom Penh, 

reflecting Jakarta's proprietorial attitude to ASEAN, which scholars like Leifer 

had earlier remarked upon. Foreign Minister, Marty Natalegawa described 

ASEAN's failure to agree on a communique as 'utterly irresponsible!' and was 

directed by President Yudhoyono to shuttle between ASEAN capitals in a bid 

to preserve a semblance of credibility and find agreement. 114  Respected 

analysts and media outlets in Indonesia freely labelled developments a 'crisis', 

viewing the erosion of consensus as an existential threat to ASEAN.115 For 

Indonesia for it was not just ASEAN's credibility which was at stake, 

however, but its continuing relevance and centrality in Asia-Pacific political 

processes. For more than four decades Indonesia had anchored its foreign 

policy in the success of a regional multilateral forum dependent upon 

ongoing cohesion among its members. As the 2012 events in Phnom Penh 

                                                   

113 Hollywood reference to the Philippines in Departemen Luar Negeri, Sejarah Diplomasi 

Republik Indonesia: Dari Masa ke Masa, Buku IVA Periode 1966-1995 [Diplomatic History of the 

Republic of Indonesia: From Era to Era, Book IVA, Period 1966-1995], (Jakarta: Panitia 

Penulisan Buku Sejarah Diplomasi Republik Indonesia, 1996), 179. Futility remark drawn 

from confidential interview, Jakarta, September 27, 2012.  
114 Yohanes Sulaiman, 'The Silver Lining of a Failed ASEAN Summit', The Jakarta Globe, July 

21, 2012, http://www.thejakartaglobe.com/commentary/the-silver-lining-of-a-failed-asean-

summit/531738  
115 See Muhammad Iqbal, 'Krisis Laut Cina Selatan Ancam Keutuhan ASEAN, Apa Peran 

Indonesia?' [South China Sea Crisis Threatens ASEAN Cohesion, What's Indonesia's Role?], 

Detiknews, July 16, 2012, http://news.detik.com/read/2012/07/16/171338/1966589/10/krisis-laut-

cina-selatan-ancam-keutuhan-asean-apa-peran-indonesia; Rizal Sukma, 'ASEAN dan 

Sengketa Laut Cina Selatan' [ASEAN and the South China Sea Dispute], April 11, 2012, 

Kompas, 

http://internasional.kompas.com/read/2012/04/11/02542066/ASEAN.dan.Sengketa.Laut.China.

Selatan  
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demonstrated, democratisation had not changed the fundamental realities of 

Indonesia's relationship with ASEAN, which was dependent on continuities 

in the regional balance-of-power. The cornerstone of Indonesia's foreign 

policy remained susceptible to forces largely beyond Indonesia's control.   

Conclusion 

At first glance, Indonesia's democratic transition appears to have been the 

catalyst for significant changes in Indonesia's relations with ASEAN.  The 

greater contestability and plurality of Indonesia's foreign policy milieu 

resulted in the emergence of a new and more activist foreign policy 

community – legislators, human rights activists,  CSOs – who looked to 

democratic progress in ASEAN as a yardstick for Indonesia's own democratic 

credentials. Government actors too, such as Indonesia's foreign ministry 

newly-emancipated from military hegemony, set about recrafting a 

democratic identity for Indonesia and selling Indonesia's new soft power 

credentials. Indonesia's democratic evangelism in ASEAN served both 

instrumental and ideational functions. The projection of a normative-led 

regional foreign policy was an attempt to repair Indonesia's tarnished 

international image and enhance the legitimacy of successive post-

authoritarian governments. Indonesia would socialise democratic norms 

within ASEAN and in so doing, reinforce the regional basis for its own 

stability. Democracy, good governance and human rights were incorporated 

into a revised concept of regional resilience and thus inextricably linked with 

Indonesia's own national vitality. The demise of the Suharto regime had, 

additionally, removed a significant impediment to closer political and 

economic integration, helping to expedite integration processes and 

strengthen the institutional basis of ASEAN.  
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As developments revealed, however, there were limits to the extent to which 

Indonesia could shape ASEAN convergent with national political 

conceptions. The central narrative that emerged in Indonesia's ASEAN policy 

– Indonesia as democratic exemplar – in reality was of limited appeal to 

ASEAN's autocratic and semi-democratic regimes and further undermined by 

illiberal elements of Indonesia's democracy. Initial optimism about the 

positive spill-over effects of Indonesia's democratisation on the region was 

tempered by the emergence of old enmities toward Indonesia's neighbours 

and the constraints of ASEAN's traditional consensus and sovereignty-based 

norms. Public expressions of frustration about the utility of ASEAN, borne 

out by battles over human rights and Indonesia's growing democratic 

confidence dissipated, however, as powerful systemic shifts underlined the 

seeming indispensability of ASEAN as an instrument of Indonesia's foreign 

policy. The Cold War rationale of ASEAN as a bulwark against major powers 

was reinvigorated in the face of Indonesian concerns over an ascendant China 

and growing Sino-ASEAN and Sino-US tensions.  

Indonesia's post-1998 normative zeal had obscured strong continuities in its 

ASEAN policy. The converse side of Indonesia's enduring sense of 

entitlement was a strong sense of responsibility for regional stability. It was 

an obligation, in a sense, which exercised Indonesia's foreign policy-makers. 

Viewing itself as principal arbiter of the regional order, Indonesia's diplomatic 

efforts were geared at maintaining an equilibrium, or balance, among external 

powers and cementing ASEAN's centrality in the region's politico-security 

architecture. Indonesia's normative-led foreign policy was, in many ways, 

merely a new means of achieving these old objectives. Increasing insularity or 

overt alignment with a major power in response to region's uncertainties was 

never an option for Indonesia. Its independence and activism in external 
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affairs was constitutionally mandated and deeply-ingrained in the ideational 

basis of Indonesia's foreign policy. Democratisation, globalisation and the 

increasing political and economic influence of regional major powers, China 

and India, only added to Indonesia's deep sense of responsibility for the fate 

of Southeast Asia and the imperative of maintaining national resilience. 

In conclusion, ASEAN continues to fulfil the same core functions for 

Indonesia's foreign policy as it has always done, albeit in new forms. ASEAN 

remains the priority arena of Indonesia's diplomatic efforts for it remains the 

principal vehicle for Indonesia's political leadership in Southeast Asia and 

constitutes a vital tool for managing the regional balance of power. As such, 

ASEAN can be understood as both the greatest strength of Indonesia's foreign 

policy and its core vulnerability. ASEAN's success is contingent upon a status 

quo between two most powerful extra-regional actors, the United States and 

China. Changes in China's behaviour, evident since 2010, have revitalised 

ASEAN's enduring politico-security function for Indonesia and at the same 

time highlighted the political risks to Indonesia in an ASEAN-centric foreign 

policy, predicated upon unanimity and consensus.  
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CHAPTER 6. 

PROXIMITY AND DIFFERENCE: INDONESIA-

AUSTRALIA RELATIONS 

Introduction 

An analysis of Indonesia-Australia relations represents an important case 

study of the impact of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign policy based on 

the proximity of two states that are markedly different in cultural and 

political terms. Indeed the contrast between the repressive and authoritarian 

nature of Suharto's military-backed regime and Australia's Western liberal 

democracy seemed at the heart of an often turbulent and highly sensitive 

bilateral relationship. One might assume, then, that Indonesia's democratic 

transition would have significantly improved Indonesia-Australia relations 

through the convergence of the two countries' shared democratic values, an 

argument put forward by democratic peace theory.1 This argument, however, 

holds only partial explanatory value with respect to understanding 

contemporary Indonesia-Australia relations. Indonesia's adoption of open 

                                                   

1 Democratic peace theory, which contends that democracies are less likely to go to war with 

one another and will generally pursue peaceful foreign policies has been widely adopted in 

international policy circles. In a 2001 study, leading Indonesian foreign policy intellectual 

Dewi Fortuna Anwar predicted that Indonesia-Australia relations would improve based on 

the diminishing differences between the two countries' political cultures.  See Dewi Fortuna 

Anwar, 'Implementasi Kebijakan Luar Negeri dan Pertahanan Australia terhadap Indonesia: 

Studi Kasus Timor Timur (1996-2001)' [Implementation of Australian Defence and Foreign 

Policy with respect to Indonesia: East Timor Case Study (1996-2001)], in Indonesia Dalam 

Kebijakan Luar Negeri dan Pertahanan Australia 1996-2001, ed. Ganewati Wuryandari (Pusat 

Penelitian Politik Lembaga Ilmu Pengetahuan Indonesia, 2001), 126. For an explication of the 

theoretical antecedents of liberal pacificism see Michael W. Doyle, 'Liberalism and World 

Politics', American Political Science Review, 80, no. 40 (1986): 1151-69.  
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and participatory politics did not sweep away old constructs and resentments 

toward its neighbours and in many cases served to exacerbate them. The 

nature of Indonesia's democracy, moreover, described variously in the 

scholarship as illiberal and patrimonial, did not always translate into liberal 

institutions or enlightened policy-making. 

In reality, there was a range of factors beyond divergent political systems 

inhibiting Indonesia's trust in its southern neighbour. From Indonesia's 

perspective, Australia had never quite seemed to reconcile the cultural and 

geographic determinants of its foreign policy. Ongoing Australian domestic 

political debates about immigration and identity issues revealed a deeper 

ambivalence toward Indonesia, and Asia, more broadly. Following 

Indonesia's annexation of East Timor in 1975, a marked bifurcation of views 

emerged between Australian governments' ardent support of the New Order 

regime and broader public sentiment, characterised by negativity and 

suspicion. Sustained criticism of the New Order's human rights record by the 

Australian media and NGOs was perceived as unwelcome interference in 

Indonesia's domestic affairs, arousing Indonesia's acute sensitivities about its 

sovereignty and territorial concerns. Third party influence meanwhile 

manifest in shifts in US grand strategy, continued to exert a powerful 

influence on sub-regional politics, highlighting differences in foreign policy 

dispositions and strategic cultures. Many of the variables, in fact, which had 

served as the basis of discontent in the past – differences in political and 

cultural traditions, and deeply-rooted national anxieties – proved persistent 

features of the relationship into the post-authoritarian period. 

This chapter is structured in two sections and investigates whether 

democratisation has changed Indonesia's relationship with Australia. The first 

part of the chapter explores the basis of persistent and largely negative 
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constructs in Indonesia-Australia relations. It demonstrates how many of the 

perceptual foundations of the relationship were constructed by developments 

in the first two decades of the post-World War II period. The chapter then 

reveals how Australian media and civil society critiques of the New Order 

government, when viewed from Jakarta's perspective, were an attempt to 

subvert the regime's legitimacy and undermine the state's territorial integrity. 

The lack of unanimity, however, within Australian society over the 

government's Indonesia policy was less a problem for Jakarta and more a 

policy dilemma for successive Australia governments, in pursuit of political 

relevance in East Asia largely through Jakarta's door. The final part of this 

section points to a paradox in Indonesia-Australia relations, sometimes 

overlooked by scholarly and policy analysis focussed more on difference. It 

argues that beneath the visceral politics of bilateral relations, common 

geopolitical and economic objectives in East Asia from the mid-1980s 

engendered a form of collaborative middle power diplomacy, which was 

largely quarantined from bilateral tensions.  

The second section of the chapter examines key developments in Indonesia-

Australia relations following Indonesia's democratic transition, to determine 

to what extent relations are different in comparison to the authoritarian 

period. Indonesia's reformasi process coincided with, and was the catalyst for, 

a series of dramatic developments in Indonesia. The chapter argues that a 

series of shocks and disjunctures combined with internal political changes 

within Indonesia resulted in a more resilient and expansive government-to-

government relationship, but a relationship nonetheless still vulnerable to 

difference and contestation within both states.  This section demonstrates how 

improvements in Indonesia-Australia relations, particularly from 2004, were 

highly contingent upon strong executive-level support in Jakarta and 
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examines how Indonesia's growing global stature, brought about in part by its 

successful democratic consolidation, is serving to decrease the traditional 

hard power asymmetry with important potential implications for Indonesia-

Australia relations.  

The chapter concludes by examining the triangular nature of Indonesia-US-

Australia relations, first apparent in the 1950s and its intersection with the 

Papua issue. It concludes that despite Australia's affirmations of support for 

Indonesia's territorial integrity, lingering questions over the legitimacy of 

Indonesia's rule over its eastern Papuan provinces and the action of 

Indonesia's security forces remains the most volatile issue in diplomatic 

relations; a fact which exposes the limitations of shared democratic values as a 

basis of less conflictual relations.   

Background: Constructs and Perceptions  

Indonesia's relationship with Australia has long been complicated by 

proximity and difference. 'An unrelenting production of difference' is how 

academic Simon Philpott has described Indonesia in the Australian national 

imagination.2 A geographic and cultural anomaly adjacent to Southeast Asia, 

Australia represented both a challenge and opportunity for Indonesia's 

foreign policy. Legacy to a British settler colony, the Australian state was for 

all intents and purposes a Western state, which both fortuitously and 

problematically for Indonesia, was located proximately on its southeast flank.  

Constructs of Australia were thus coloured by a sense of broader Indonesian 

ambivalence about the West. Heir to a British Westminster system of 

                                                   

2 Simon Philpott, 'Fear of the Dark: Indonesia and the Australian Imagination', Australian 

Journal of International Affairs', 55, no. 3 (2001) : 385.   
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parliamentary democracy, Australia was for Indonesia the manifestation of 

what Robert Elson described as the 'repugnance and allure' of the West.3 On 

the one hand, Australia represented a proximate source of aid, education and 

technical expertise, yet many aspects of its liberal democracy – its 

individualism, social freedoms, robust political and media culture – made it 

repugnant to the refined and patrimonial nature of Indonesia's dominant 

Javanese political culture. 

The legacy of three hundred years of Dutch colonial rule, moreover, had left 

its mark on the consciousness and class structure of twentieth century 

Indonesian society. The Dutch had maintained a deliberate policy of 

restricting education to Indonesians 'as a means of keeping their Netherlands 

East Indies colony stable and under control'.4 Three hundred years of colonial 

subjugation had engendered a deep sense of humiliation and bitterness 

toward Western colonialism and inspired an urgency to catch up to the West 

in educational and technological terms.  

In addition, there were the obvious asymmetries between a large, developing 

Asian state defined by its marked ethnic and cultural heterogeneity, 

juxtaposed to its south by what many Indonesians viewed as a sparsely 

populated, homogenous Caucasian society, barring its marginalised 

indigenous population. In international political terms too, Indonesia and 

Australia represented opposite ends of the spectrum. Indonesia, confronted 

with the immediate challenges of poverty-alleviation and nation-building, 

was emblematic of the global south –the developing world – and as such, 

actively internalised this in its identification with the decolonising states of 

                                                   

3 R.E. Elson, 'Indonesia and the West: an Ambivalent, Misunderstood Engagement', Australian 

Journal of Politics and History, 52, no. 2 (2006): 262.  
4 Ibid. 
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Asia and Africa, and through its formative role in the Non-Aligned 

Movement. The pride borne out of an armed independence struggle waged 

against a European colonial power, meanwhile, imbued Indonesia's foreign 

policy with both a strong sense of nationalism and xenophobia, as recognised 

by leading Indonesian foreign policy scholars.5 The juxtaposition of Orient 

and Occident in such close geographical proximity served to accentuate 

difference and complicate interaction. 

National Anxieties and Vulnerabilities 

In Australia, popular perceptions of the Netherlands East Indies prior to 

World War II viewed it as part of an indistinguishable Asian mass, with 

inevitable designs on Australia's open spaces and abundance. A number of 

authors writing on the contemporary Australia-Indonesia relationship have 

argued that the discourse surrounding the relationship has been characterised 

by anxiety and fear.6 Australia from the 1850s to 1939, wrote David Walker, 

was a country obsessed with racial homogeneity and insecure about the 

legitimacy of its nationhood.7 Walker's book on Australia's relationship with 

Asia, 'Anxious Nation', demonstrates how the anxieties of an isolated, 

predominantly white Anglo Saxon settlement colony, combined with the 

prevailing intellectual currents of the time, such as Social Darwinism, racial 

environmentalism and the prevailing orthodoxies on gender and 

                                                   

5  See Dewi Fortuna Anwar, 'Indonesia's foreign and defence policies', in Dealing with a 

Neighbour, ed. Colin Brown (Sydney: Allen & Unwin in association with the Australian 

Institute of International Affairs, 1996), 34-35; Rizal Sukma, 'Indonesia and the tsunami: 

responses and foreign policy implications', Australian Journal of International Affairs, 60, no.2 

(June 2006): 213-28. 
6 For example, see A Cottrell & T Makkai, ‘Australian Perceptions of Indonesia as a Threat’, 

Asian Studies Review, 19, no.2 (1995): 59-71.  
7  David Walker, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia 1850s to 1939, (St Lucia: 

University of Queensland Press, 1999). 
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miscegenation, retarded Australia's engagement with Asia.   

Australia's insecurities about Asia were exacerbated by the changing 

economic and political dynamics of the Pacific in the early to mid-twentieth 

century. These dynamics saw the rise of Asian nationalism and the increasing 

modernisation and industrialisation of Japan. Developments in the Pacific 

theatre during World War II, particularly the surrender of Singapore and the 

Netherlands East Indies to Japanese forces, resulted in an increasing 

assertiveness by Australia about its international influence and role in the 

region. The processes of war and decolonisation, however, did little to 

eradicate, and possibly galvanised, the deep-seated anxieties and prejudices 

about Asia within the broader Australia populace. From the Indonesian 

perspective, Australia's conflict between the 'psychological and geographic 

determinants of its foreign policy' combined to impede its engagement with 

Indonesia and Asia more broadly.8  

Myth and Sentiment 

Despite Australia's unease with developments in Asia, support by Australia's 

Curtin and Chifley Labor governments for Indonesia's independence between 

1945 to 1949, represented quite a remarkable departure from Australia's pre-

war approach to Asia. During this period, the Australian government, 

represented by the Minister for External Affairs, Herbert Vere 'Doc' Evatt and 

key individuals within the department, such as departmental secretary, Dr J. 

W. Burton and diplomat, T.K. Critchley, vigorously defended the 

                                                   

8 Ign Kristanyo H., 'Hubungan Australia-Indonesia Obsesi Yang Menjadi Kendala', Merdeka,  

January 3, 1987, in Australia di Mata Indonesia: Kumpulan Artikel Pers Indonesia 1973-1988 

[Australia in Indonesian Eyes: Collection of Indonesian Press Articles 1973-1988], eds. Richard 

Chauvel, Philips Kitley, David Reeve (Jakarta: Australian Embassy in cooperation with PT 

Gramedia, 1989), 156.  
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independent republic, both in the United Nations and in negotiations with 

key stakeholders, including the Dutch.9  In September 1945, a month after 

Indonesia's declaration of independence, the Brisbane Waterside Workers 

Federation imposed a ban on the loading of all Dutch ships destined for the 

Netherlands East Indies and Indonesian expatriates established the Central 

Committee for Indonesian Independence (CENKIM) in Brisbane.10 As former 

Indonesian foreign minister, Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung observed: 'the 

Chifley government succeeded in building up an enormous store of goodwill 

in Indonesia and because of its support of Indonesia's cause its prestige stood 

very high among the other new independent nations in Asia'.11  

Meanwhile, Indonesians viewed Australia as an arrogant and deeply racist 

society. Australia's post-Federation immigration policy, known as the 'White 

Australia policy', openly discriminated against people on racial grounds until 

its eventual dismantlement in the 1960s.  Nor was the vocal diplomatic 

support for the Indonesian Republic from the political left in Australia an 

indication of broader unanimity in Australia's policy position on Indonesia. 

Although the decolonisation principles evident in the Atlantic Charter and 

newly established United Nations (UN) served as the principles underlying 

Australia's support for Indonesian independence, other arms of the 

Australian government such as Immigration and Defence departments 

continued with strict enforcement of the White Australia Policy and a defence 

                                                   

9 Margaret George, Australia and the Indonesian Revolution, (Carlton: Melbourne University 

Press in association with the Australian Institute of International Affairs, 1980), 88-89. The 

Republic invited Australia to be its representative on the UN Good Offices Committee 

(G.O.C).   
10  George, Australia and the Indonesian Revolution, 36. For evidence of racism in personal 

interactions, see also the diary accounts of Dorothy Fry in Batavia cited in Walker, Anxious 

Nation, 186-188.   
11 Agung, Ide Anak Agung Gde, Twenty Years Indonesian Foreign Policy 1945-1965 (The Hague 

and Paris: Mouton, 1973), 198. 
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policy contingent upon a continuing British and United States military 

commitment to South East Asia. Commenting on his reasons for the 1949 

deportation of an Indonesian woman married to an Australian and her eight 

children, for example, Immigration Minister Arthur Calwell revealed the 

anxieties borne out of geographic isolation and fears of miscegenation: 

… if we allow these people to stay we shall open the flood gates to any 

Asiatics who want to come here… We can have a White Australia, we can 

have a black Australia, but a mongrel Australia is impossible…12 

Strategic Vulnerabilities, Triangular Relationship 

Australia's support for the new republic quickly lost its enthusiasm over the 

issue of West New Guinea. The desire of Indonesia's nationalists for a 

successor state to the whole Netherlands East Indies collided with Australia's 

concerns about its strategic vulnerability and fear of monolithic Asian 

communism. As the External Affairs Minister, Percy Spender observed in 

1950: 

The Australian Government does not consider that Indonesia has any 

valid claim to Dutch New Guinea, the future of which is of vital 

importance to the Australian people… Communism has not got any 

foothold yet in Australian New Guinea. Australia is determined in so far 

as it can to ensure that it will not.13  

Previously antagonistic to the Dutch, the Department of External Affairs, now 

under a now conservative Liberal-Country Party government, aligned itself 

with the Netherlands' position, proposing an administrative union between 

Dutch West New Guinea and Australian Papua New Guinea and rejected the 

legitimacy of Indonesia's claim. 14  Canberra sought to thwart Indonesia's 

                                                   

12 Arthur Calwell cited in George, Australia and the Indonesian Revolution, 134. 
13  External Affairs Minister Percy Spender speaking to parliament 1950, cited in E. G. 

Whitlam, 'Australia, Indonesia and Europe's empires', Australian Outlook, 34, no. 1 (1980): 4. 
14 For an excellent account see Hiroyuki Umetsu, 'The Impact of Indonesia's Civil War and the 
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attempt to bring the issue of West New Guinea before the United Nations 

General Assembly, voting against resolutions on the question of New Guinea 

in 1954, 1957 and 1961.15 In May to August 1950, the clash between Indonesian 

and Australian policy objectives manifested themselves openly in 'public 

quarrelling between Spender and President Soekarno'.16  

Waivering Western diplomatic support for Indonesian independence 

followed by Australian and US opposition to the incorporation of West New 

Guinea combined to cause deep resentment in Indonesia against Western 

powers.  In the mid-1950, Australia backed US Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA) operations in support of secessionist military units fighting the central 

government in the PRRI-Permesta rebellion in Sumatra and Sulawesi from 

1957-58.17 The legacy of these historical events was a suspicion on the part of 

Indonesia that the United States was colluding with its regional proxy, 

Australia, against Indonesia's interests. Borne out by historical events, 

Indonesia suspected that both the US and Australia harboured a secret desire 

to break-up (pecah) the Unitary State.18   

This 'triangular relationship', as it was described by Australian historian, 

Peter Edwards, is a significant one. 19 Edwards argued that the Cold War and 

decolonisation were 'central to Australia's management of its relationship 

                                                                                                                                                  

US-Soviet Tug of War over Indonesia on Australia's Diplomacy Toward New Guinea', The 

Journal of Pacific History, 40, no.2 (September 2005): 171-91. 
15 Whitlam, 'Australia, Indonesia and Europe's empires', 5. 
16  Umetsu, 'The Impact of Indonesia's Civil War and the US-Soviet Tug of War over 

Indonesia', 173. 
17 The UK and Australia cooperated with the US in supplying fuel and other assistance from 

Singapore, Ibid., 176.  
18 According to Ricklefs, US involvement in the PRRI 'left a sour taste and inclined Soekarno 

and many others to regard the United States with even greater suspicion'. M.  C. Ricklefs, A 

History of Modern Indonesia since c. 1200 (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2001), 263. 
19 Triangular relationship is the term used by Peter Edwards, 'The Last Mandarin: Reflections 

of the Career of Sir Arthur Tange', Canberra Bulletin of Public Administration, no. 94 (1999): 9. 
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with Indonesia' and that one could not 'understand major developments in 

Australian-Indonesian relations unless … [seen] … in the context of 

Australian-American relations'. 20  Many who have written on the bilateral 

relationship have argued about the influence of the US on Australia's 

Indonesia policy both in an impartial and pejorative sense.21  

From the late 1940s to the demise of the Soekarno presidency in late 1965, 

Australia had perceived Indonesia as its most proximate strategic threat, but 

subordinated its concerns, at least in the case of Vietnam, to the larger 

strategic priorities of the US in Asia, namely containing Chinese and Soviet 

communism. The deployment of Australian military forces to Vietnam was 

viewed by Australia's External Affairs Department as a useful means of 

further developing capital in Washington in the event of any escalation of 

conflict with Indonesia.22  Similarly, throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, 

Australian ministers and foreign affairs bureaucrats appeared anxious over 

whether the security guarantees of the 1951 Australia-New Zealand-US 

Security Treaty (ANZUS) extended to Australian hostilities with Indonesia.23 

This triangular variable created frustration in Indonesia about Australia's lack 

of foreign policy independence. It further encouraged a suspicion on 

Indonesia's part that Australia was engaged in collusion and containment 

strategies in cahoots with its powerful American ally.   

                                                   

20 Ibid., p.4.  
21  See Coral Bell, ‘East Timor, Canberra and Washington: A Case Study in Crisis 

Management’, Australian Journal of International Affairs, 54, no. 2 (2000): 171-76; Damien 

Kingsbury, ‘The Difference Between Neighbours and Friends’, Arena Magazine, 6, no. 5 (June-

July 2003): 36-38. 
22 Edwards, 'The Last Mandarin', p.7. 
23 Ibid.  
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Foreign Policy Realism 

The uncertainties posed by a huge, newly-independent Indonesian state, 

which by the late 1940s was already exhibiting signs of growing contestation 

over the ideological course of the nation, served to dampen the close bonds 

forged between Indonesia and Australia in the initial post-war period. 

Politically, the ascendancy of President Soekarno at the expense of Indonesia's 

parliamentary democracy in 1957 positioned Jakarta and Canberra on 

different sides of the Cold War. Australia's intransigence over West New 

Guinea had proved counterproductive to Canberra's longer term strategic 

objectives in Southeast Asia. The protracted decolonisation of West New 

Guinea, compounded by diplomatic opposition from Western states like 

Australia and the US, had served to radicalise Indonesia's domestic politics 

and boost the political fortunes of the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI).  

Indonesia's expansionist intent toward West New Guinea and later the new 

Malaysian Federation, as perceived by Canberra, served to compound 

Australia's Asian invasion and isolation anxieties. Increasingly anti-Western 

in rhetoric, Soekarno's Konfrontasi campaign against Malaysia in the early to 

mid-1960s placed Indonesian and Australian forces in armed contact against 

each other in the states of Sarawak and Sabah in Malaysian Borneo. In order 

to obviate the possibility of a communist giant on Australia's doorstep, 

Canberra's hope rested on Indonesia's Army as a future political force.  Senior 

echelons of Indonesia's Army for their part conceived of a different political 

future, one where Indonesia's coercive foreign policy would be harnessed in 

pursuit of economic growth and internal stability. 24  It was a policy also 

                                                   

24  Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Indonesia in ASEAN: Foreign Policy and Regionalism (Singapore: 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1994), 124-126. 
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designed to serve the political and pecuniary interests of the Army.  Such a 

political future required the political support and financial assistance of 

Western powers, including close neighbour Australia. It also required if not 

complicity, then at least Western silence over the eradication of the Army's 

political foe, the PKI.  

The 1965 counter coup in Indonesia exposed nascent intra-bureaucratic 

tensions in Australia over political support for Indonesia's new military 

regime. It was at this time that a divergence of views emerged between 

Australian governments and elements of the media and civil society about 

military human rights violations. In 1965, for example, Australia's External 

Affairs Department tried repeatedly to interfere in the editorial independence 

of Radio Australia broadcasts into Indonesia. Australia's ambassador to 

Indonesia, Keith Shann, conveyed to Canberra how the Indonesian Army 

would 'prefer' Radio Australia to report events in Indonesia.25  In a sign of 

problems ahead for bilateral relations, Indonesia's ambassador to Australia, 

Lieutenant General R.A. Kosasih complained repeatedly to External Affairs 

about Australian media reporting he deemed too critical.26  

Differences between successive Australian governments, as expressed by the 

Department of External Affairs (later the Department of Foreign Affairs and 

from 1986 the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade) and broader public 

sentiment became an enduring, and at times confusing feature of the 

relationship for the Suharto regime. Following Suharto's ascendancy in 1965, a 

degree of bipartisan consensus emerged in Canberra that the moral dilemmas 

                                                   

25 Ibid., 53.  
26  Drew Cottle and Karim Najjarine, 'The Department of External Affairs, the ABC and 

Reporting of the Indonesian Crisis 1965-1969', Australian Journal of Politics and History, 49, no.1 

(2003): 57-58.  



232 

 

posed by the New Order's military excesses would be subjugated to the 

higher goal of maintaining good relations with Jakarta. Put simply, the 

political ascendancy of Indonesia's Armed Forces (ABRI) was a boon for 

Australia. Former Australian Prime Minister, Paul Keating, identified the 

transfer of power to the New Order regime as 'the single most beneficial 

strategic development for Australia in the post war years', in terms of savings 

for Australian defence spending and providing the preconditions for 

Indonesia's economic growth and regional cooperation.27 The New Order's 

anti-communist credentials and emphasis on internal stability represented a 

positive development for Australia's strategic environment, allowing 

governments to overlook the unpalatable aspects of the military dictatorship.   

'We recoiled from the massacres of "communists", but found ourselves more 

relaxed when they were gone and soon forgot about the manner of their 

going', wrote Paul Keating's speech writer. 28  

The bifurcation of views between Australian governments, long supportive of 

the Suharto regime, and broader societal elements – church groups, trade 

unions, non-government organisations, East Timorese and Papuan diaspora, 

and the media – which were intensely critical of the more egregious aspects of 

authoritarian rule, served to destabilise relations.  In a sign of the increasing 

brittleness of bilateral relations, a 1986 Sydney Morning Herald article that was 

written by David Jenkins critical of the Suharto family's financial affairs 

'nearly blew the whole ship over', as one Indonesian foreign policy 

                                                   

27 Paul Keating, 'The perilous moment: Indonesia, Australia and the Asian crisis', in Bridging 

the Arafura Sea: Australia-Indonesia Relations in Prosperity and Adversity, eds. I Sulaiman, G 

Hanafi Sofyan and Shannon Luke Smith (Canberra: National Centre for Development 

Studies, ANU, 1998), 277.  
28 Don Watson, 'The Nation Reviewed', The Monthly, (June 2006): 11-13. 
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intellectual characterised it.29 The media critique outraged military hardliners 

in Jakarta, leading to bitter repercussions against Australia. These included a 

ban on visa free entry for tourists and visa extensions for Australian 

journalists, the cancellation of ministerial visits and Australia's Defence 

Cooperation Program.30  

Public and media criticism in Australia about military conduct in Indonesia's 

East Timor and Papua provinces was felt viscerally by many Indonesians, 

despite their own misgivings about aspects of authoritarian government. 

Perceived interference in Indonesia's domestic political affairs by Australia 

over human rights issues was perceived as both as an affront to the dignity of 

the Indonesian state and an attempt to subvert Indonesia's sovereignty. For 

the New Order, which had openly embraced aid, investment and military 

engagement with the West, including Australia, criticism of human rights 

violations were deflected as ill-informed and culturally relativist. A former 

Indonesian Armed Forces (ABRI) commander rationalised the different 

approaches to human rights:  

'If individual rights are given priority, it is feared that harmonious 

lifestyles will be upset, conflict between individuals and groups emerge 

and, ultimately anarchy would rule. Where the West values highly the 

right to criticise heads of state and senior officials, the East views this as 

insensitive and disrespectful under a culture that reveres parents and high 

officials'. 31  

The sustained Australian media criticism of the New Order's human rights 

                                                   

29 Unnamed CSIS intellectual cited in Indonesia and Australia: Bilateral Relations into the 21st 

Century, (Jakarta: Centre for Strategic and International Studies and The Indonesia Project, 

Australian National University, 2001), 18.  
30 Bob Catley and Vinsensio Dugis, Australian Indonesian Relations Since 1945: The Garuda and 

The Kangaroo, (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 1998), 162-166, 283.  
31 Rudini, 'Indonesia's political future: An Indonesian perspective', in Indonesia: Dealing with a 

neighbour, ed. Colin Brown (Allen and Unwin in association with the Australian Institute of 

International Affairs, 1996),64.  
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record following the 1975 killings in East Timor of Australian journalists by 

ABRI personnel, followed by the subsequent massacre of protestors by 

Indonesian security forces in Santa Cruz cemetery, Dili in November 1991, 

served to undermine both governments' pursuit of closer relations.  

Meanwhile, Australians' awareness of human rights violations within 

Indonesia were assisted by advances in communications technology and 

media coverage. Colin Brown observed of the Santa Cruz massacre, 'there is 

little doubt …that the killings … had such a great impact on Australians not 

so much because of the print coverage and of the events, as because of the 

visual coverage by television journalists who were present…'.32  

The official position of Australian governments on Indonesia contrasted with 

opposition by elements of civil society in Australia's democratic context 

proved a source of great irritation for Jakarta's authoritarian government. It 

gave Australia's official utterances of support for Indonesia's sovereignty and 

territorial integrity an air of duplicity, particularly as Indonesia pointed to 

Australian government funding of aid organisations or 'semi-government' 

entities engaged in political activities in Indonesia's separatist provinces.33   

Genuine participatory politics, robust opposition and ideational pluralism as 

represented by Australia's political system were anathema to the conservative 

and autocratic New Order regime. As Elson notes: 'Indonesian political 

                                                   

32 Colin Brown, 'Introduction; in Dealing with a neighbour, 5. 
33  See mention of Australian People for Health, Education and Development Abroad 

(APHEDA) and Union Aid in Don D'Cruz, ' Dangerous Liaisions', Review, (September 2002): 

7-8. For reference to 'semi-government' entities see Departemen Luar Negeri Republik 

Indonesia, Perubahan Lingkungan Strategic Global dan Regional: Prospek ke Depan Hubungan 

Indonesia-Australia [Changes in the Global and Regional Strategic Environment: Future 

Prospects for Indonesia-Australia Relations], (Jakarta: Badan Pengkajian dan Pengembangan 

Kebijakan Luar Negeri, Departement Luar Negeri and Pusat Kajian Australia, Universitas 

Indonesia, January 2004), 39. 
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leaders were particularly averse to "Western" models which they thought 

might damage the fabric of the society they sought to build and 

which…might also undercut their own hierarchically derived social and 

political authority'.34 In this context, Western interventions over human rights, 

were seen as a 'sham'; a 'pretext' for a broader Western 'agenda that seeks to 

unravel or somehow damage Indonesia's sovereignty and sense of national 

identity'.35  

Condescension, Unreciprocated Relevance 

Beyond the New Order's concern to protect its own political legitimacy, there 

was a perception within Indonesia that Australians held a 'condescending 

view of Indonesia as a state'.36 Australian media attitudes were a reflection of 

a broader lack of respect toward Indonesia inherent within Australian society. 

A number of Australian scholars agreed. Nancy Viviani argued there was a 

'peculiarly Australian perception of Indonesia: Australians do not respect it 

and think it an inferior country, hence they ought to be able to influence it.'37 

An Indonesian analyst of relations noted Australian opinion polling 

conducted by The Age newspaper in April 1977 on attitudes toward Asia. 

Thirty six per cent of respondents considered Indonesia as aggressive; 

followed by China at 33% and Vietnam at 27%.38 Although unopposed by the 

Whitlam government, Indonesia's annexation of the former Portuguese 

                                                   

34 Elson, 'Indonesia and the West', 264. 
35 Ibid., 270. 
36 Interview with Indonesian foreign policy intellectual, Jakarta, 11 April 2013. 
37 Nancy Viviani, 'Australia-Indonesia relations – bilateral puzzles and regional perspectives', 

Australian Outlook, 36, no.3 (1982): 31.  
38 H. Rosihan Anwar, 'Yang Mengganjal dan Yang Melancarkan Hubungan' [Inhibiting and 

Facilitating Factors in Relations], Kompas, April 24, 1979 cited in Australia di Mata Indonesia: 
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colony of East Timor just two years earlier, sat uneasily with many 

Australians. 

Apart from suspicion and distrust, Indonesia-Australia relations were further 

constrained by something more prosaic – a basic asymmetry of interest.  This 

asymmetry was characterised by a surfeit of apprehension and preoccupation 

on Australia's part, and general lack of interest, barring bouts of irritation, on 

Indonesia's.39 'Australia is nothing more than an appendix in the abdominal 

cavity of Southeast Asia. One can live without it and usually only becomes 

aware of it when it hurts', is how an Indonesian official described Indonesia's 

apathy about Australia. 40  In an article supportive of Indonesia-Australia 

relations, both a former Indonesian ambassador to Australia and senior editor 

of an English language daily stated frankly: 'we have never heard any official 

publicly stating that the relationship with Australia is one of the most 

important for Indonesia'.41  

Indonesia looked north to its ASEAN partners and to larger actors in the 

region. Reflecting Indonesia's hierarchical and longer term historical view of 

regional countries' relative importance, one Indonesian academic explained 

that:  

'Indonesian culture and ways of thinking are the result of the 

acculturation of great Asian cultures and traditions, and influential Asian 

                                                   

39  This asymmetry of interest also explains the relative lack of literature on Indonesia-

Australia relations by Indonesian scholars. By necessity, this leads one to rely more on 
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Indonesia,  107.  
41 Sabam Siagiaan and Endy Bayuni, 'RI-Australia ties – It's more important to be nice', The 

Jakarta Post, November 14, 2012, http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2012/11/14/ri-australia-
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countries like India, China or Japan, which are still and will continue to be 

sources of concern for Indonesian leaders, especially those engaged in 

foreign policy… Australia, however, is rarely ever mentioned as such an 

important continent'.42  

In contrast, Australia imbued its relationship with Indonesia with a special 

significance. Australia's construction of a special relationship with Indonesia 

was driven by its pursuit of relevance in Asia-Pacific affairs and its 

recognition of Jakarta's strategic importance to Australia. 'The belief that 

pursuing close and friendly relationship with Suharto was the only sensible 

was to pursue Australia's interests was the first article of faith' among 

Canberra policy-makers', wrote Don Watson.43  

Richard Robison warned that 'special relations cannot be conjured up where 

there is no real economic or political substance and particularly where only 

one participant is interested'.44  The economic and political substance became 

more apparent from the mid-1980s, forged less by Australia's careful 

cultivation of Indonesia's ruling elites, and more by systemic economic and 

political drivers. From Indonesia's perspective, moreover, there was a degree 

of opportunism in Australia's generous funding of education, aid and defence 

cooperation.45  

                                                   

42  Budiono Kusumohamidjojo, 'The Indonesia-Australia relationship: Problems between 
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43 Watson, 'The Nation Reviewed', 11.  
44 Richard Robison, 'Explaining Indonesia's response to the Jenkin's article: Implications for 
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Economic and Political Convergence 

Many analysts of Australia-Indonesia relations highlighted the positive effects 

of changes in the international economic environment on Indonesia-Australia 

relations during the late 1980s and 1990s. Bob Catley and Vincensio Dugis, for 

example, contended that it was during this period that Australia began to 

reorient its foreign policy away from 'geo-strategic considerations … to geo-

economic considerations and increasing integration with Asia'. 46  Hal Hill 

argued that economic factors drove a convergence of interests between 

Australia and Indonesia, as 'small countries' had a 'vital stake' in cooperating 

to shape the international economic environment in their interests. 47 Such 

common economic interests included the achievement of greater 

diversification and efficiencies in their respective economies, and the 

establishment of a cooperative regional framework to reduce trade barriers.48 

For many, the period pinpointed an attitudinal shift in both Jakarta and 

Canberra.  As Robison put it; the relationship became increasingly 'utilitarian'; 

'for the first time…they began to look at each other as potentially useful'.49  

Greater policy alignment helped engender collaborative middle power 

activism between Indonesia and Australia, as both nations collaborated on 

building the region's economic and political architecture, chiefly through the 

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum after 1989 and the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF) after 1994. In a broader geo-political sense, Australia's 
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policy reorientation toward East Asia under the Hawke and Keating Labor 

governments had made it increasingly useful to Indonesia, despite ongoing 

bilateral tensions. A significant state in the Asia-Pacific region in both GDP 

terms and defence capability, Australia's balancing utility was apparent to 

Indonesia's strategic policy-makers, concerned about China's rise. Jakarta's 

strategy of 'crowding the table'50, designed to avoid Chinese dominance of 

ASEAN states in regional fora, ensured Indonesia's support for the inclusion 

of Australia in the evolving regional multilateral order.  

The 'Canberra-Jakarta axis'51, which would shape Asian regionalism under 

Keating and Suharto, was strongly predicated upon personal rapport between 

leaders and also between foreign ministers, Gareth Evans and Ali Alatas. The 

greater 'ballast' in bilateral relations, which Evans had sought, appeared to 

reach its apogee in the signing of an Agreement on Maintaining Security 

(AMS) in 1995.52 Keating, who served as Prime Minister from 1991 to 1996, 

had made the relationship with Indonesia a yardstick of Australia's successful 

engagement with, and broader acceptance by, Asia. Indonesia had been 

central to Keating's transformative agenda which he predicated upon closer 

Asian engagement, the republic, multiculturalism and reconciliation with 

Australia's indigenous population.53 His influence with ASEAN's leading state 

                                                   

50 'Crowding the table' expression used by Indonesian foreign policy intellectual, Jakarta, 11 
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became a vital means of building Australia's political and economic relevance 

in Asia. The goodwill, however, would not survive the political demise of 

either leader as Indonesia entered a turbulent political transition precipitated 

by the 1997 Asian financial crisis and in 1996 Australia elected a conservative 

Prime Minister in John Howard. 

Post-Authoritarian Period: Crisis and Opportunity  

The dismantling of authoritarian government in Indonesia was a potentially 

auspicious development for Indonesia-Australia relations, carrying with it the 

possibility of ameliorating the single biggest issue in the relationship – 

military-perpetrated human rights abuses in East Timor. But as events 

unfolded, democratisation in its initial phase at least, did not make for closer 

or more stable relations between Indonesia and its southern neighbour. 

Rather than being the harbinger of closer relations, the political flux and 

uncertainties that followed Suharto's resignation led to an unprecedented 

deterioration in relations.  East Timor, the 'pebble in the shoe' of Indonesia's 

diplomatic relations, as former foreign minister Ali Alatas had characterised 

it 54  steadily evolved into a bilateral and broader regional security crisis 

following Indonesia's decision to proceed with a choice between autonomy or 

independence in August 1999.  

Pawn in Australia's Domestic Politics 

Developments with respect to East Timor were a function of the dramatic 

political changes taking place in Indonesia, but bilateral relations were also 
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Karunia, 2006). 



241 

 

being impacted by shifts in Australia's domestic politics. Dramatic political 

changes in Indonesia coincided with the election of conservative Australian 

Prime Minister John Howard. Howard's 1996 electoral victory had not 

augured well for Indonesia-Australia relations.  As Opposition Leader, 

Howard had made cautionary remarks about the impact of Asian 

immigration on social cohesion and in his public remarks upon becoming 

Prime Minister reflected Australia's enduring ambivalence about Asia. 

Howard rejected the core tenets of Keating's transformative agenda and 

sought to reassert Australia's European history and cultural identity. 

Mirroring Howard's earlier public assertions, the 1997 DFAT White Paper 

declared that Australia did not need to change to be accepted by Asia – 

'Australia does not need to choose between its history and geography'.55 

Keating's embrace of Asia and Howard's initial ambivalence about it, posited 

Indonesia as a pawn in Australia's cultural and identity debates. 

Howard's first years in office coincided with a more racist and reactionary 

tone in Australian politics. This was exemplified by the emergence of Pauline 

Hanson's One Nation Party. In Hanson's first speech to parliament in 

September 1996, she stated that Australia was 'in danger of being swamped 

by Asians'. 56   Howard's failure to condemn Hanson's comments attracted 

widespread criticism in both Australia and across Asia. For Indonesia, the 

spectre of the White Australia policy returned in the highly sensitive issues of 

immigration and racism.  

The playing out in public discourse of Australia's unresolved domestic 
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cultural and identity debates created unease in Indonesia. 'I think that we're 

still concerned that certain segments in society and certain politicians still feel 

somewhat distant… from Asia…The current government is not as Asia 

oriented as the previous government', observed a former Indonesian 

presidential advisor.57 Beneath the irritations however, the Liberal-National 

Coalition government had retained Indonesia as a priority in its foreign 

policy. The problem was with rhetorical style rather than the substance under 

Howard, who disliked symbolism and emphasised greater practicality and 

reciprocity in bilateral engagement. At the height of the Asian financial crisis, 

for example, the effects of which were felt acutely in Indonesia, the Australian 

government asked the IMF for greater flexibility on Indonesia's behalf and 

provided Indonesia with emergency loans 58  Irritation with the more 

xenophobic tone of Australia's domestic politics did not preclude Indonesia's 

acceptance of significant financial aid from Canberra.  The magnanimity 

inherent in Australia's assistance, however, was lost in Jakarta's deeper 

resentment about the harsh terms of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

bailout.  

East Timor: Annee Zero 

Australia was clearly facing a major policy challenge in Indonesia as the 

regional financial contagion precipitated a deeper political crisis. The political 

uncertainty surrounding Suharto's departure from office in May 1998 after 

more than three decades of regional stability and internal political continuity, 

focussed the attention of Indonesia's neighbours. Seized by an eagerness to 
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renew bilateral relations and invest in Indonesia's historic democratisation 

experience, Australian Prime Minister John Howard, in an historic policy 

shift, wrote to President Jusuf Habibie in December 1998 proposing an 

autonomy package for East Timor. The proposal provided for a ten year 

period prior to a vote on self-determination. In his letter, Howard had made it 

clear that Australia supported East Timor remaining within Indonesia.59   

Howard's 'fateful' letter to Habibie, as Ali Alatas described it, had unintended 

consequences. Habibie was reportedly 'furious' that Australia had started to 

push for self-determination and offended by Howard's reference to the 

Matignon Accords, which appeared to equate East Timor with French New 

Caledonia.60  Without prior consultation with Alatas, Habibie took to cabinet a 

referendum proposal not just on autonomy but on full-scale independence 

with a timeframe of just 12 months, rather than the ten year deferral proposed 

in Howard's letter.  

Habibie's decision had been more than a fit of pique with Australia, however. 

East Timor had been an incessant irritant in Indonesia's diplomatic relations 

since Jakarta annexed the former Portuguese colony in 1975. Habibie had in 

fact flagged an autonomy option for East Timor shortly after coming to office 

in May 1998. The father of sweeping political reforms in the early 1998-1999 

reformasi period, Habibie was eager to distance himself from his former 

political patron, Suharto, and leave office with a meaningful political legacy. 

Reformasi provided the opportunity to resolve the East Timor issue within the 
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broader context of 'menyelenggarakan negara', organising the state.61 But it was 

also a reflection of Habibie's 'caprice' and relative naivety about both the 

international and domestic political ramifications of his decision.62  

For the Australian government, events in Indonesia following Suharto's 

political demise proved a catalyst for a rethink on relations. Australia had 

been the only Western state to recognise Indonesia's de jure sovereignty over 

East Timor, but at a high cost domestically. 'You'd go to an RSL (Returned 

Services League) sub-branch in your electorate as the foreign minister and 

they'd beat you up over East Timor', recalled former Australian foreign 

minister, Alexander Downer.63 

Long motivated by a sense of Indonesia's strategic importance and the pursuit 

of relevance in its relations with Jakarta, Downer tasked DFAT with devising 

a mechanism for 'canvassing East Timorese opinion on the prospects for 

autonomy'.64  Downer was mindful of the policy shift by the opposition Labor 

Party in January 1998, ending longstanding bipartisanship over East Timor's 

incorporation within Indonesia.65 There was also the risk that Australia would 

be left behind by Tripartite Talks between the UN, Portugal and Indonesia. 

'The UN might deliver a result that gave Portugal all the kudos and worse, 

Australia would be left in the embarrassing position of lagging behind even 

Indonesia'.66 
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The East Timor referendum, conducted on 30 August 1999, culminated in one 

of Indonesia's most serious foreign policy crises. In the months leading up to 

the ballot, Indonesia's Armed Forces (TNI) embarked on a campaign of 

intimidation and violence to sabotage a referendum result in favour of 

independence. The violence, both preceding and following the ballot, 

disgraced Indonesia internationally. Domestically, the decision had been 

immensely unpopular and was a major reason behind the People's 

Consultative Assembly (MPR)'s rejection of Habibie's accountability 

statement and his subsequent withdrawal of his nomination as presidential 

candidate on 19 October 1999. 67   Scholars have explained Indonesia's 

behaviour over East Timor in terms of Habibie's weak political legitimacy and 

lack of authority over TNI, on whose support he was dependent for his 

reform agenda and subsequent re-election bid.68  

Australia had resisted, publicly at least, supporting a peacekeeping force in 

East Timor prior to the referendum, but the violence and large-scale internal 

displacement of East Timorese witnessed on Australian television screens, 

caused a public outcry. Australia led a UN-backed multinational 

peacekeeping force into East Timor in September 1999 to restore order. Jakarta 

had opposed Australia's command of the International Force for East Timor 

(Interfet) arguing that it should be led by an ASEAN state. Indonesia 

perceived Australia as too close to pro-independence groups and the catalyst 

for the president's 'snap' decision on an independence referendum.69 
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The stakes for both countries had been extremely high, as Australian military 

assets and personnel were deployed in dangerous proximity to a humiliated 

and embittered TNI, and their proxy militia groups in East Timor. 

Developments, culminating in the Interfet intervention, represented a low 

point in what had been previously a volatile relationship. Indonesia 

suspended many of its diplomatic activities with Australia, including the bulk 

of its substantive defence cooperation program.70 Jakarta also abrogated the 

AMS, signed by Keating and Suharto just four years earlier. Prior to East 

Timor, one Indonesian scholar, acknowledging sensitivities in bilateral 

relations, had noted that relations 'between Indonesia and Australia had 

never been as bad as Indonesia's relationship with Holland in the 1950s, or 

with Malaysia during Konfrontasi or with the People's Republic of China in 

1965.' 71  The events of September and October 1999, however, brought 

Indonesia and Australia dangerously close to armed conflict.72 It was a new 

nadir in a historically turbulent relationship. 

Triumphalism, Betrayal  

For a country acutely sensitive about its sovereignty, it was not just the 

Australian-led military intervention which Indonesians found infuriating, but 

the subsequent triumphalism observed in Australian political and media 

circles. In the days and months after the Interfet intervention, for example, 

Howard juxtaposed Australian values against Indonesian actions in East 

                                                   

70 Low level officer exchanges continued, however, despite the suspension. 
71 Kusumohamidjojo, 'The Indonesia-Australia relationship', 143.  
72 Confidential views of Australian Defence Force (ADF) and intelligence personnel. See also 
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Timor, not overtly, but tacitly: 'Our soldiers go to East Timor as part of a great 

Australian military tradition, which has never sought to impose the will of 

this country on others, but only to defend what is right'.73  In a subsequent 

November address to parliament, Howard stated with respect to deployed 

Australian Interfet personnel: '…they bring great credit to this country and to 

those values in which we all believe'.74  In reality Australian governments had 

supported Indonesian rule over East Timor since 1975, cognisant of ongoing 

and systematic human rights abuses perpetrated by the Indonesian army.  

The policy volte face with respect to East Timor in 1999 had provided an 

expedient opportunity for Howard to assert Australian values – courage, 

decency and morality – for domestic political gain contributing to Indonesia's 

sense of betrayal. Characterised as the Annee Zero75 for bilateral relations, 

Australia's role in Indonesia's loss of East Timor would create a well of 

antipathy toward Australia. It was 'incomprehensible why Australia after 

thirty years 'betrayed' Indonesia with East Timor', exclaimed a senior 

Indonesian diplomat. 76  From Indonesia's perspective, Australia's radical 

policy shift on East Timor in 1998 made subsequent affirmations of support 

for its sovereignty over Papua sound increasingly hollow. Australian 

journalist Michelle Grattan recognised this during Howard's visit to Indonesia 

in 2002: 

                                                   

73 ‘World: Asia-Pacific Howard addresses Australian nation’, transcript of address, BBC News, 
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The fears held – despite Australian denial by many Indonesians about 

West Papua are understandable. After all, it's only several years ago that 

Australia said – and certainly believed – that East Timor should remain 

part of Indonesia...Some Indonesians no doubt believe the same 

metamorphosis of opinion may happen with West Papua.77  

The Paradox  

In a strange paradox, however, the diplomatic fallout from East Timor did not 

result in longer term damage to Indonesia-Australia relations that many 

commentators had predicted. 78  In a reflection of the strong investment 

Australia had made in building its defence diplomacy through forging 

networks with Indonesian officers, one Indonesian analyst observed that 

relations between ADF and TNI officers in East Timor had been on the whole, 

cooperative and cordial.79 In addition, 'many in the region were surprised at 

how quickly Australia and Indonesia were cooperating' following the East 

Timor crisis, through the Bali Process on transnational crime in particular.80 

By June 2001 newly-appointed president, Abdurrahman Wahid, was in 

Australia on a state visit.  

Indonesian perceptions that Howard was both arrogant and patronising had 

                                                   

77 Michelle Grattan cited in Don D'Cruz, 'Dangerous Liaisons', 7. The term 'West Papua' 
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not been without policy consequences for Australia, however, particularly in 

the first years of Indonesia's democratic transition.81 A number of ASEAN 

states, including Indonesia, had initially blocked Australia's inclusion (as an 

Asian state)  in the Asia Europe Meeting (ASEM), based on 'Australia's unease 

with Asia'.82 In 2004 Malaysian Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi warned 'that 

if Australia did not sign ASEAN's Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) it 

would not be invited to the next summit'.83  

Howard's unwillingness to acknowledge Asian sensibilities and his careless 

comments seemed to exacerbate Indonesia-Australia relations already at their 

lowest ebb following East Timor.  In the same month that the first Australian 

Defence Force (ADF) personnel landed in East Timor, Howard made remarks 

to an Australian Bulletin journalist that suggested Australia wanted to be a 

kind of "deputy sheriff" to the United States in Asia in what journalists termed 

the 'Howard Doctrine'. 84  The fact that Howard subsequently denied ever 

using the term was irrelevant to Jakarta. The deputy sheriff tag conflated with 

a later statement Howard made that he would consider ordering a pre-

emptive strike against terrorists in the region.  

In a reflection of the strains in Indonesia-Australia relations, influential 

speakers of Indonesia's People's Representative Council (DPR) and MPR, 

Amien Rais and Akbar Tanjung, refused 'one-on-one meetings' with Howard 

                                                   

81  See for example, analysis by Ganewati Wuryandari, 'Pendahuluan' [Introduction], in 
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of International Affairs, 59, no. 3 (September 2005): 351-65. 
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during his official visit to Jakarta in February 2002. 85  The previous year, 

President Megawati Soekarnoputri had refused Howard's phone calls in a 

dispute over 433 rescued asylum seekers, whom both countries refused to 

accept.86 Howard's politicisation of boat-borne asylum seekers, mainly Middle 

Eastern in origin, transiting Indonesia to Australia emerged as an ongoing 

irritant in bilateral relations. There was a palpable sense in Jakarta, for 

example, that Australia had exacerbated the refugee problem through 

military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq and was now trying to 'offload' 

its problem onto Indonesia.87  

Shocks and Disjunctures 

Changes in Indonesia-Australia relations in the post-authoritarian period can 

be understood not just in the context of changing internal political dynamics 

within both states, but in a series of shocks and disjunctures beginning with 

the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001. The dramatic global impact of 

September 11 and the subsequent US-led global war-on-terror presented 

special challenges for the world's largest Muslim majority state.  The return of 

political Islam long suppressed under the New Order – accompanied by 

increasing Islamic radicalism – presented a significant challenge for Indonesia 

in its attempts to project a new democratic identity and moderate image of 

Islam. As Rizal Sukma highlighted: 'the confluence of a fragile democratic 

transition and the return of political Islam, raised concerns within the 
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international community'.88  

In October 2002 Indonesians and Australians fell victim to a shared tragedy 

when Jemaah Islamiah terrorists exploded bombs in two night clubs in the 

popular Australia tourist destination of Bali. The bombing claimed 202 lives, 

including 88 Australians and 38 Indonesians. Prior to the Bali bombings, there 

had been growing Indonesian public anger at the US-led operations waged 

against fellow Muslims, plus denial at senior Indonesian governmental levels 

about the dangers of Islamic radicalism. There were, however, important 

reputational matters at stake for Indonesia. The need to carefully maintain 

relations with Western democracies like Australia and the US was critically 

important, both for the purposes of restoring Indonesia's international 

reputation and for facilitating much needed trade and investment following 

the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Senior Indonesian policy-makers, personified 

by dynamic new Foreign Minister, Hassan Wirajuda, were eager to avert a 

dangerous Huntington-like schism developing further within Indonesia 

pitting between the Muslim East against the Christian West.89  

Meanwhile, the impact of the triangular variable on Indonesia-Australia 

relations, first apparent in the 1950s, began to reassert itself in the Australia's 

support for US unilateralism and eagerness to contribute to US military 

interventions into Afghanistan and later Iraq, the latter without UN sanction. 

Such developments had the potential to seriously damage Australia's 

relations with the world's largest Muslim majority state. Alarmed about the 
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potential for Islamist terrorism to 'merobek' (tear) Indonesia apart and damage 

relations with its neighbour, Wirajuda led a deliberate strategy of countering 

Australian media discourse and public opinion equating Islam with terrorism. 

Deplu instituted weekly foreign policy breakfasts with the interfaith 

community and sent religious leaders to Australia to understand there were 

also groups in the West which opposed the Iraq War.90  Deplu emphasised the 

importance of international law and multilateral solutions to regional 

problems including terrorism and people smuggling. The government 

reiterated publicly that Indonesia was not a terrorist state and promptly 

passed specific counter-terrorism legislation.91  

The Bali bombings demonstrated the opportunities borne out of tragedy for 

Indonesia-Australia relations. It was now an inescapable fact that Australia 

and Indonesia's security interests were deeply intertwined with respect to 

transnational threats, a fact increasingly recognised by political leaders on 

both sides. For Australia there was an imperative to collaborate more closely 

with Indonesian law enforcement agencies and an additional justification for 

rebuilding relations with Indonesia's military, still politically influential 

despite civil-military reforms.  The September 11 attacks, followed by the Bali 

bombings in October 2012, brought transnational security threats to the 

forefront of Indonesia and Australia's security calculations. The rise of 

transnational security concerns and an increasingly transgovernmentalist 

approach to managing them spurred unprecedented levels of bilateral 

interagency cooperation..92 The need for practical counter-terrorism assistance, 
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including forensic, investigative and intelligence support, underscored 

Indonesia's pragmatic and urgent need for collaboration with Australian 

security agencies against the growing Islamist threat.  The Bali attacks, 

moreover, had impacted negatively on Indonesia's economy, affecting its 

single largest tourism destination.93 

Normalisation 

In late December 2004, as the result of a massive tsunami in the Indian Ocean 

which devastated parts of Indonesia's northern Aceh province, as well as 

parts of Thailand, Sri Lanka, India and the Maldives, Australia launched its 

largest ever overseas disaster relief operation. In January 2005, Howard 

offered Indonesia an unprecedented aid package, both in terms of its value 

and breadth, for post-tsunami reconstruction and development. 94   The 

Australia Indonesia Partnership for Reconstruction and Development or 

AIPRD as the partnership was known, evolved into the 'Joint Declaration on 

Comprehensive Partnership between Australia and the Republic of 

Indonesia'. 95  The partnership, managed by Australia's international 

development agency AusAID, constituted Australia's single largest 

engagement stream with Indonesia, providing half a billion dollars per 

                                                                                                                                                  

new transgovernmental order. See also analysis of this phenomenon in chapter 5 of Wesley, 

The Howard Paradox, 174-212.  
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annum in aid until 2013.96  The AIPRD and its successor partnership were 

further examples of an increasing focus on good governance and capacity 

building in Australia's aid program in Indonesia following the September 11 

terrorist attacks.97   

There was a strong political calculus in Australia's provision of an AUD 1 

billion tsunami package to Indonesia. Although collaboration following 

further terrorist attacks in Indonesia, including the 2003 bombing of the 

Marriott Hotel and the 2004 bombing of the Australian embassy in Jakarta, 

had gone some way to repairing relations, it was a combination of Australia's 

generous assistance following the tsunami and greater receptivity in Jakarta 

to closer relations following the election of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY) 

to the presidency in 2004 which normalised relations after East Timor.   

Cognisant perhaps of both Australia's proximity and capabilities, John 

Howard was the first foreign leader President Yudhoyono rang for assistance 

following the tsunami. 98  In addition, Australian Defence Force personnel 

were the first foreign military personnel on the ground in Banda Aceh just 

two days after the tsunami struck, prompting the Indonesian ambassador to 

Australia at the time to comment: 'I don't see any indication at all from our 

side that they [TNI] still harbour any feelings as far as East Timor is 
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concerned'.99 'The response by Australians and the Australian government has 

been so overwhelming that it is hard to find words to express our thanks', 

Cotan went on to say.100 Respected Indonesian journalists noted that although 

Howard had rejected 'Keating's pro-Jakarta policy, he later personally tried to 

rebuild the bridges he had burned'.101  

The tsunami can be understood as a tragic but positive disjuncture for the 

Australia-Indonesia relations, further demonstrating how Indonesia and 

Australia were able to 'transform potential areas of conflict into 

collaboration'.102 For Indonesia, it was an opportunity to accept a generous 

offer of assistance in the face of genuine need, and renew an important but 

turbulent relationship damaged by Australia's role in East Timor's 

independence. In Canberra, the government seized on the opportunity 

inherent in its whole-of-government disaster relief operation to rebuild the 

relationship with its northern neighbour in a considered and strategic way. 

The tsunami was the catalyst for a significant increase in Australia's 

diplomatic footprint in Indonesia, particularly through AusAID.  

For Indonesia, the tsunami had far reaching internal and external political 

consequences. As Sukma notes, 'the disaster forced the government to deal 

with the problems of xenophobia, the resolution of the Aceh conflict and the 

imperative of good governance.'103  In Aceh, Australia worked closely with 

various Indonesian mass-based organisations, both at the local and national 
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levels, improving in particular its profile and exposure to Indonesia's Islamic 

community.  'Australia's support … to Islamic institutions had been 

particularly important in helping them to strengthen their capacity and 

provide more sustainable and comprehensive services'. 104  The good-will 

generated by Australia's assistance to Indonesia culminated in the signing of a 

treaty level agreement on security cooperation (Lombok Treaty) in November 

2006. The 'ballast', formerly lacking in Indonesia-Australia relations as Gareth 

Evans had characterised it during the 1990s, was now present in abundance, 

at least in the broader security sense. 

Changes in Domestic Power Structures  

Indonesia's changed political circumstances after 2004 were a key factor 

explaining greater receptivity to Australian assistance in the wake of terrorist 

attacks and major natural disasters. Internally, Suharto's removal from the 

apex of Indonesia's policy pyramid had two important effects on bilateral 

relations. Firstly, Australian criticisms of the New Order's human rights 

violations and denial of fundamental freedoms were no longer perceived as a 

threat to the regime's legitimacy. Although still perceived as unwelcome 

meddling in Indonesia's domestic affairs, Australian criticisms joined a larger 

cacophony of internal voices, highly critical of Indonesia's democratic 

governments for their perceived failures and unfulfilled election promises. As 

one Indonesian academic put it, 'Australia was 'still a source of irritation, but 

no longer a collective hurt'.105  

Secondly, In Indonesia's new democratic context, the contestation of foreign 

policy issues was increasingly normalised and bilateral disagreements 
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subsequently dealt with more maturely at the government-to-government 

level. This is central to understanding why perhaps the 1999 East Timor crisis 

and Australia's granting of political asylum to 42 Papuan asylum seekers in 

2006 did not disrupt the relationship to the extent, or at least for the duration 

it could have. By the middle of the decade, TNI command, eager to avoid 

diplomatic tensions, was openly requesting that Australia identify military 

officers likely to be refused visas due to poor human rights records.106 There 

was a view among other foreign policy elites, moreover, that relations should 

not be held hostage to the past.107  

A growing convergence of interests from the 1990s and increasing political 

maturity in Jakarta marked by shift in foreign policy influence from the 

military apparatus to civilian foreign ministry, meant that the Indonesian 

government was less reactive and more selective in its expression of antipathy 

against Australia. Beyond the executive level, however, Indonesia's more 

complex and fluid domestic political context, particularly in the unstable, 

early reformasi period, served to complicate relations. Priyambudi Sulistiyono 

argued that democratisation had given Indonesia greater confidence in 

engaging with Australia on the basis of 'shared democratic values'.108  On 

closer analysis, this shared democratic values argument, however, holds only 

partial explanatory value for understanding relations in the post-authoritarian 

era.  

Ann Marie Murphy has highlighted, the limits of the shared values argument 

as a basis for foreign policy convergence in an analysis of contemporary 
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Indonesia-US relations.  Deriding what she termed  the fallacy of the 

'simplistic democratic cooperation thesis', she illustrated how 

democratisation, by 'opening up Indonesia's traditionally insulated foreign 

policy-making process', had given many 'Indonesians who oppose the U.S. 

new opportunities to influence policy'.109   

The same was true of Australia of course. Indonesia's presidents no longer 

had the singular authority to dictate the course of relations with Australia. 

Although there was greater stability in government-to-government relations, 

Indonesia's relationship with Australia was also subject to greater 

contestation in the wider political sphere. 'Today Australia is dealing with an 

Indonesia bewildered by the political immaturity and amateurism of its 

leaders, a weak executive and boisterous parliament', exclaimed former 

Indonesian ambassador to Australia, Wiryono Sastrohandoyo, in 2001.110  

Democratisation narrowed the gap between foreign and domestic political 

issues111 within Indonesia by empowering a plurality of actors with a voice on 

foreign policy issues. The empowerment of the DPR enabled more frank and 

open debate on relations with Australia. As a result, prominent DPR 

legislators, especially from the powerful Commission I (overseeing defence 

and foreign affairs), became more critical of the government's approach to 

Australia. 112  This phenomenon when combined with the challenges of 

geographic proximity – East Timor, illegal fishing, asylum seekers, alarmist 
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DFAT travel advisories, Indonesia's incarceration of Australian narcotics 

offenders – made the relationship subject to greater contestation by 

Indonesia's newly-liberalised legislature, media and civil society.  

By the end of 2004, however, the contestation of Indonesia-Australia relations 

was moderated by strong executive support for closer ties in new President 

Yudhoyono and of course, Hassan Wirajuda, who had been Foreign Minister 

since 2001. Indeed, the election of Yudhoyono was a highly fortuitous 

development, ensuring a decade of high level political support for warmer 

ties with Australia. Prior to the presidency, Yudhoyono had been a decorated 

Army lieutenant general with significant overseas education and training 

experience. The architect of key civil-military reforms alongside reformist 

generals Agus Widjojo and Agus Wirahadikusumah during the 1998 to 2001 

period113, SBY's reformist credentials and Western education predisposed him 

to closer relations with Australia.  

Between 2002 and 2004, SBY emerged as a vital interlocutor for the Howard 

government in its counter-terrorism efforts in Indonesia during his term as 

Coordinating Minister for Political and Security Affairs (Menkopolkam). This 

was in stark contrast to President Megawati Soekarnoputri, who remained 

distant from Howard and declined to attend the 2003 Bali bombing memorial 

service. SBY's April 2005 visit to Australia as head of state, where he signed 

the Comprehensive Partnership agreement, was lauded by the Australian 

media as a 'breakthrough' moment in the relationship. SBY 'was ... a gifted 

politician, a moderate reformer, a competent technocrat', wrote The 
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Australian's influential foreign editor, Greg Sheridan. 114  'This is a very 

impressive, serious man', reported the Sydney Morning Herald.115 Changes in 

Indonesia's domestic power structures engendered greater stability and 

equanimity in government-to-government relations. In this sense, 

democratisation stabilised relations, at least at the government-to-government 

level.116   

Resilience 

The fact that government-to-government relations were on a more positive 

trajectory so quickly after the East Timor crisis is attributable to a number of 

complex causal factors of which the effects of democratisation on Indonesia's 

political leadership discussed above, was but one. Yet developments revealed 

also a level of resilience in Indonesia-Australia relations, often concealed in 

scholarly and policy analysis focussing on difference. Examining Indonesia-

Australia relations through the prism of Howard's leadership, Wesley 

attributed the positive state of the relationship, characterised by extensive 

interagency cooperation, partly to luck and partly to John Howard's policy 

approach 'suiting the times'.117 He contended that the Asian financial crisis 

underpinned Australia's indispensability as a regional partner. Combined 

with the rise of concerns over transnational threats and the attendant 

governance agenda, the preoccupations of Asian states increasingly aligned 
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with those of Australia, he argued.118   

Systemic factors in China's rise were also benefitting Indonesia-Australia 

relations. Despite a rocky start on regionalism borne out of Howard's clumsy 

approach to regional diplomacy, Indonesia's and Australia's enthusiasm for 

collaborative middle power diplomacy, evident in frequent informal bilateral 

consultations over APEC and Group of Twenty (G20) issues, continued. In a 

key continuity with the authoritarian period, Indonesia's inclusive approach 

to East Asia Summit membership in 2005, which saw Jakarta lobby for 

Australian membership along with India and New Zealand in the face of 

Malaysian and Chinese opposition, demonstrated Australia's ongoing 

balancing utility to Indonesia vis-à-vis China. 'Having India, Australia and 

New Zealand in the EAC by default enables ASEAN to be in the middle'.119 

'We don't want Asia defined by race. We want membership open so China 

cannot be dominant', explained an influential Indonesian foreign policy 

intellectual.120 

Indonesia's Rise 

As Indonesia consolidated its democratic reforms during Yudhoyono's first 

term in office (2004-2009) a new factor emerged with the potential to 

significantly change the dynamics of Indonesia-Australia relations. The 

traditional hard power asymmetry inherent in the size of Australia's economy 

and defence capabilities relative to Indonesia's began to decrease.121 Under the 
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presidency of Yudhoyono it became increasingly apparent that Indonesia was 

on an upward economic and political trajectory, evidenced in consistently 

strong GDP growth rates of over 6% despite the global financial crisis. An 

international narrative began to emerge around Indonesia's rise reflected in a 

raft of literature from international financial consulting groups such as 

Citibank and the Boston Consulting Group, upbeat about Indonesia's 

emerging market prospects and the demographic dividend in a population of 

250 million with a high proportion of youth. 122  Much of the analysis, 

however, ignored deeper structural problems including poor infrastructure, 

pervasive corruption and low education levels. 

Although other Asia-Pacific actors were clearly awakening to the changed 

realities of Indonesia, it seemed that Australia remained afflicted by a degree 

of policy inertia at the government level and out-dated constructs within 

broader society. A range of Indonesian and Australian analysts pointed to 

Australia's excessive emphasis on security issues in bilateral relations at the 

expense of economic, trade and investment concerns. Termed 'negative' 
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positives by Fergus Hanson, counter-terrorism, illegal fishing, people 

smuggling, avian influenza and climate change, reflected Australia's 

preoccupation with threats emanating from Indonesia.123  

Prominent Indonesian foreign policy scholar and vice presidential advisor, 

Dewi Fortuna Anwar, contended that Indonesian and Australian leaders were 

talking at cross purposes. This was made clear, she argued,  in Yudhoyono's 

July 2012 visit to Darwin when 'Prime Minister Julia Gillard focussed on 

security issues, the strategic environment and the asylum seeker problem', 

whilst, 'President  Yudhoyono emphasised the opportunity for Australia to 

expand economic ties, promoting Indonesia as a land of market opportunities 

for trade and investment'.124  

Despite the stabilisation of relations resulting from democratisation and 

deeper and more expansive relations at the government-to-government level, 

broader public perceptions of Indonesia in Australia remained stubbornly 

negative. The remarkable political changes in Indonesia after 1998 had clearly 

failed to make little impact on broader Australian community perceptions. 

Many Australians still viewed Indonesia with cynicism and suspicion. Polling 

conducted in 2012 by the Lowy Institute for International Policy in Australia 

found that less than half of the Australians polled knew that Indonesia was a 

democratic country with one of the fastest growing economies or that it was 

one of the world's 20 largest economies.125 Meanwhile, earlier Lowy polling in 
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2009 found that 54% of Australians trusted Indonesia 'not at all' or 'not very 

much' to act responsibly in the world, with almost one quarter (23%) of 

Australians trusting it 'not at all'. 126 Fifty four per cent of Australians thought 

it was right to worry about Indonesia as a military threat in the Lowy 

Institute's 2013 poll.127 Meanwhile, Lowy polling conducted in 2012 revealed 

that Indonesian attitudes towards Australia had markedly improved with 

Australia ranked as the fourth most warmly regarded country.128 These results 

contrast with research published by Novotny in 2010 which found that 33% of 

Indonesian elites surveyed, ranked Australia as the second most serious state-

based threat to Indonesia.129 

Australia's tendency to view Indonesia in one-dimensional terms was not lost 

on Indonesian policymakers and scholars. A 2004 joint Deplu-University of 

Indonesia study on Indonesia-Australia relations listed the dominant political 

issues in Australia's relationship with Indonesia as communism in the 

Sukarno period; democracy and human rights violations under the Suharto 

regime, and terrorism during Megawati's presidency. 130  As Indonesia 

successfully disrupted Islamist terrorist networks, the issue of asylum seekers 

and other seemingly low-level irritants usurped terrorism as the dominant 

political theme in Australia's relationship with Indonesia, creating a level of 

exasperation in Australian policy circles.  'The relationship with Indonesia has 
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been repeatedly trashed for temporary political advantage', declared one 

think-tank analyst. 'Whether it is asylum seekers, cows or Australian drug 

smugglers, Indonesia is treated like a miscreant Pacific atoll rather than a 

country fundamental to Australia's future prosperity and stability'.131 In a key 

continuity with the past, Indonesia's democratisation process had done little 

to improve Australian public perceptions. Indonesia remained an object of 

anxiety and contention within Australian public discourse. 

Hierarchy and Respect 

The 'peculiar' condescension toward Indonesia in broader Australian society, 

which Nancy Viviani best articulated,132 appeared unrelated to Indonesia's 

regime type. Previously a source of irritation, the prevailing attitudes, given 

the closing power asymmetry between the two states held the potential to 

undermine Australia's regional policy objectives. Indonesia is less tolerant of a 

'pontificating Caucasian finger' as Australian-based author and journalist 

Dewi Anggraeni characterised it in 2005 article.  What she called the 'pain of 

disrespect' was evident, she argued, in Australians' patronising attitudes 

evident in criticisms of Indonesia's justice system following the perceived 

lenient sentence handed down against Jemaah Islamiyah spiritual leader, Abu 

Bakar Baasyir, for his involvement in the 2002 Bali bombings in contrast to the 

life sentence for Australian narcotics offender, Schapelle Corby, who was 

convicted in 2005 for the importation of cannabis into Bali. A Sydney radio 

presenter was more explicit: "The judges don't even speak English, mate, 

they're straight out of the trees…".133 In a similar vein, a survey of Indonesian 

elite perceptions published in 2010 revealed a strong awareness of 'Australia's 
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innately negative attitude towards Indonesia'.134 

More problematically, Australian Labor governments which followed 

Howard, seemed to continue an inadvertent disrespect for Indonesia despite 

Indonesia's obvious centrality to the region's politico-security architecture and 

moderating influence on major power tensions. Despite the 'breadth and 

depth' of the relationship, often cited in Australian policy documents, a 

surprising lack of consultation with Jakarta prior to major policy 

announcements impacting on Indonesia, fuelled resentment in Jakarta. In 

2011, for example, Julia Gillard's government suddenly cut live beef exports to 

Indonesia, creating tensions in the relationship and undermining Australia's 

reputation as a reliable food supplier to Indonesia's massive consumer 

market. Then in June 2012 the Australian Prime Minister announced that up 

to 2500 US marines would be rotated through Darwin in six-month 

deployments.135  

A perceived lack of prior consultation over the Darwin Marine deployment 

was viewed as a lack of respect by many in Jakarta's foreign policy and 

defence community. 136  Indonesia, the primus inter pares actor in ASEAN, 

should have been consulted on such an important regional development, in 
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their view.137 Indonesia's enduring suspicions of 'collusion' and 'containment' 

strategies by the US and Australia borne out of experiences in the 1950s, 

appeared vindicated by Australia's actions. Concerned that US troop rotations 

would result in an escalation of Cold War-style tensions, the deployment 

undermined Indonesian Foreign Minister Marty Natalegawa's 'dynamic 

equilibrium' doctrine based on maintaining a stable distribution of power in 

the region and expressed most obviously in Indonesia's ASEAN policy. 

Natalegawa sharply criticised the decision claiming it risked escalating 

regional tensions. Others derided the US claim that the troops were deployed 

to assist Southeast Asia with disaster relief operation as 'absurd'.138 

Australia, of course, rather than the US, remained the veritable whipping boy 

for Jakarta's irritation over shifts in US policy seen as impacting negatively on 

Indonesia.  'I don't mind being lectured to by an American, but not an 

Australian', is an unattributed, but quote oft-repeated by Indonesian elites 

when discussing Australia. Nonetheless, it reflects the place of Australia in 

Indonesia's relative hierarchy of states. As Anggraeni asserted:  

the unstated truth is that the US is so big and powerful that countries around 

the world, openly and privately, are resigned to its making its own 

international law and getting away with it. The same acquiescence to power 

does not extend to Australia'.139  
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Australian journalist, Peter Mares, had recognised this earlier, noting during 

the Suharto era that 'Australia was a 'convenient scapegoat' for Indonesia – 'a 

small country that can be criticised as a representative of the post-colonial 

west'.140 

For many Australian observers, the Darwin announcement appeared a patent 

attempt to further contain China as part of the US rebalance of its forces or 

'pivot' toward Asia. But a number of Indonesia politicians and ordinary 

citizens, voiced suspicions that the marine deployment was really about 

securing US commercial interests at the Freeport McMoran gold and copper 

mine located in Papua.141 It was evident that democratisation in Indonesia had 

not ameliorated the negative impacts of shifts in US strategic policy on 

Indonesia-Australia relations or the residual sensitivity of Papua as a bilateral 

issue. In this respect, arguments postulating that shared democratic values 

would result in closer relations clearly have their limitations. Indonesia's 

governance of its Papuan provinces is not a model of enlightened democratic 

rule despite the central government's recalibration of its special autonomy 

package in 2013 and attempts by the Yudhoyono government to prioritise a 

welfare, rather than security-based approach.142   

Like East Timor before it, Papua represents a danger for bilateral relations 

precisely because of the potential for growing internationalisation of the issue. 
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The issue of Papua, like East Timor before it, 'has its own dynamic and is 

beyond the control of our political leaders', recognised Paul Kelly in 2000.143 

Growing international sympathy for the rights of Papuans as reflected 

recently among Melanesian states and international NGO networks has 

combined with growing scrutiny of the issue by Australian 

parliamentarians. 144  Characterised by a prominent Indonesian intellectual 

simply as the 'red button issue'145 in bilateral relations, the issue of Papua, at 

least, suggests the primacy of sovereignty-based norms above shared 

democratic values and the visceral nature of politics between neighbouring 

states.  

Conclusion 

This chapter contends that democratisation can be understood as a stabilising 

factor in Indonesia-Australia relations, rather than as a catalyst for 

fundamental change.  Within the causal complexity behind improved 

diplomatic relations, one can see that democratisation has inserted greater 

contestation into bilateral relations, which has been moderated by strong 

executive support for closer ties. The changes in Indonesia's domestic 

governance structures, shifting foreign policy authority back to the civilian 
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foreign policy bureaucracy, has conferred greater equanimity to Jakarta's 

management of relations. Equally, some of the previous sensitivities found in 

the nexus between Australian civil society criticisms of Indonesia and the 

Suharto regime's legitimacy has been eroded by the advent of democratic 

governments in Indonesia dependent on electoral support. 

At the policy level, meanwhile, the need to build good relations with 

neighbouring democracy, Australia, was given added impetus by Indonesia's 

endeavour to recraft its international identity as the world's third largest 

democracy. As the world's largest Muslim majority state, the domestic 

political ramifications of the September 11 terrorist attacks and subsequent 

US-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq carried with them the capacity to 

divide Indonesian society. Eager to avert the escalation of a Christian West 

versus Islamic East schism, Indonesian diplomats worked hard to promote a 

moderate image of Islam and preserve its relationship with Western 

democracies, including Australia. Sheer pragmatism following the loss of 

dozens of Australian and many more Indonesian lives from a series of 

terrorist attacks and natural disasters required that Indonesia accept the 

practical law enforcement and security assistance proffered by Australia. In 

this sense, the shocks and disjunctures coinciding with Indonesia's democratic 

transition, provided government-to-government relations with a significant 

boost. The increasing policy alignment with respect to an emphasis on good 

governance by both states and the increasing salience of transnational threats, 

further cemented diplomatic ties. 

Attributing improvements in government-to-government relations solely to 

Indonesia's democratic consolidation, however, remains problematic and 

quite possibly premature. It remains to be seen, of course, whether the greater 

stability evident in contemporary government-to-government relations will 
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survive Indonesia's democratic leadership transition in 2014. What the 

chapter reveals, however, is that strong executive support in Jakarta for close 

and constructive relations with Australia, remains a critical determinant of the 

bilateral relationship in its ability to steer relations through periods of 

turbulence and enmity.  

There are, in addition, powerful relationship determinants which appear 

largely immune to regime type. Australia's balancing utility for Indonesia 

against China, for example, clearly transcends differences in political regimes 

and represents a key continuity in relations between the late authoritarian and 

democratic era. Although Indonesia's rise is partly attributable to the stability 

brought about by democratic consolidation, it is also as much about 

Indonesia's internal demographic realities and changes in global economic 

influence favouring emerging markets like Indonesia.  

Constructs and perceptions, particularly at a societal level in Australia, have 

remained surprisingly constant despite profound political reforms within 

Indonesia. And although democratisation ameliorated human rights abuses in 

East Timor as the single biggest irritant in Indonesia-Australia relations, in 

reality ongoing ignorance and lack of respect toward Indonesia within 

Australian society has continued to impede a more comprehensive 

engagement at a societal level and deeper understanding of its neighbour. 

Meanwhile, Indonesia's ambivalence toward Western states, reflected in its 

attitudes toward the US, and lingering suspicions about Australia's strategic 

intent toward Papua, continue as volatile factors in bilateral relations.  Indeed, 

the ongoing potential for Papua to derail bilateral relations, illustrates both 

the power of Indonesia's sovereignty-based norms and the national 

vulnerabilities derived from historical experience. 
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Finally, a study on the impact of democratisation on Indonesia-Australia 

relations reveals that a convergence in political systems does not necessarily 

equate to shared values. The adoption of participatory politics does not 

change old constructs or eliminate residual anxieties, at least in the short term. 

The changes in Indonesia's regime type have not fundamentally changed the 

ideational basis of its relationship with Australia constructed over nearly 

seventy years of diplomatic interactions.  Politics between neighbours remains 

visceral, particularly between two states shaped so profoundly by their 

proximity and difference.  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis began with the observation that Indonesia's attempts to portray 

itself as a democratic exemplar to the international community seemed at 

stark odds with the weakness of Indonesia's post-authoritarian polity. In 

addition, a level of democratic evangelism evident in Indonesia's strategic 

democratisation agenda in ASEAN suggested deeper and more complex 

foreign policy motivations beyond a newly-acquired commitment to 

democratic values. Consequently, this thesis sought to analyse Indonesia's 

contemporary foreign policy in more depth by critically assessing the impact 

of democratisation on Indonesia's foreign policy. The central proposition of 

this thesis is that democratisation has changed the form rather than the 

function of Indonesia's foreign policy.  

Indonesia's foreign policy in the post-authoritarian era has been shaped by a 

complex array of systemic and domestic variables of which democratisation 

is one, but a significant one nonetheless. The thesis sought to analyse the 

impact of democratisation through in-depth analysis of four case studies, 

examining changes to Indonesia's foreign ministry and in the country's 

relations with China, ASEAN and Australia, respectively. It is in the case 

studies that this research makes a contribution to the broader empirical 

research on Indonesia's foreign policy. By delving into the regulatory and 

organisational changes underpinning Indonesia's post-authoritarian foreign 

policy and by focussing on individual actors, the thesis contributes to 

ameliorating the absence of actors and process identified in the literature. In 

the findings from the case studies, there are generalisable conclusions that 

may cast further light on the causal effects of democratisation on states' 
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foreign policies. 

With respect to Indonesia's foreign ministry, fundamental shifts in 

Indonesia's civil–military relations played out in important legal, 

organisational, and ideational effects. Political liberalisation provided the 

opportunity for civilian diplomats, under Foreign Minister Hassan 

Wirajuda's leadership, to reassert Indonesia's regional leadership and seek 

global gravitas in a project framed by democratic norms. In the post-

authoritarian political context, Indonesia's foreign ministry actively sought 

the input of broader civil society in the process of foreign policy formulation, 

aiming for a more democratic, normative-based foreign policy agenda. 

Democratic precepts were internalised in the organisational renewal of the 

foreign ministry, with an emphasis on qualitative improvements to 

Indonesia's diplomacy and greater professionalism within the bureaucracy. 

Changes to the legislative and regulatory underpinnings of Indonesia's 

foreign policy were, moreover, an attempt to normalise Indonesia's foreign 

policy governance in accordance with democratic notions of good 

governance and public service provision. The raft of reforms initiated and 

implemented under Wirajuda's leadership suggest that the individual agency 

of foreign ministers constitutes a key variable influencing the internalisation 

of democratic norms within foreign policy bureaucracies and their 

subsequent projection in a state's diplomacy. 

In the case of Indonesia-China relations, the thesis concludes that the 

changing basis of political legitimacy in Indonesia and the executive's 

appetite for policy renewal had a catalysing effect on rapprochement with 

China. In just over a decade there has been a paradigmatic shift in 
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Indonesia's relations with Beijing. Indonesia's military had remained the 

most significant obstacle to true rapprochement and despite President 

Suharto's 1989 decision to normalise relations, internal constraints remained, 

not least in ABRI's ongoing dominance over the ideological parameters of 

Indonesia's foreign policy and the national policy apparatus. This thesis finds 

that reformasi significantly improved Indonesia's perceptions of the Chinese 

and empowered civilian policy-makers to take advantage of the immense 

benefits inherent in China's economic and political ascendancy. Indonesia's 

post-authoritarian governments understood that reducing the military's 

power and projecting an image convergent with an aspiring liberal 

democracy, was not only important for Indonesia's international legitimacy, 

but also its domestic credibility. Changes in Indonesia's relationship with 

China resulting from the democratisation process illustrate the importance of 

foreign policy as a means of building and maintaining political legitimacy, 

reaffirming the conceptual framework of earlier scholars. 

This thesis finds that Indonesia's democratic evangelism in ASEAN has 

served both instrumental and ideational functions. The greater contestability 

and plurality of Indonesia's foreign policy milieu resulted in the emergence 

of a new and more activist foreign policy community – legislators, human 

rights activists,  CSOs – who looked to democratic progress in ASEAN as a 

yardstick for Indonesia's own democratic credentials. The projection of a 

normative-led regional foreign policy was an attempt to repair Indonesia's 

tarnished international image and enhance the legitimacy of successive post-

authoritarian governments. Democracy, good governance and human rights 

were incorporated into a revised concept of regional resilience and thus 

inextricably linked to Indonesia's own national vitality.  



276 

 

 

As developments revealed, however, there were limits to the extent that 

Indonesia could shape ASEAN convergent with its own national political 

conceptions. The central narrative that emerged in Indonesia's ASEAN policy 

– Indonesia as democratic exemplar – in reality remained of limited appeal to 

ASEAN's autocratic and semi-democratic regimes and further undermined 

by illiberal elements of Indonesia's democracy. Public expressions of 

frustration about the utility of ASEAN dissipated, however, as powerful 

systemic shifts underlined the indispensability of ASEAN as an instrument 

of Indonesia's foreign policy.  The thesis concludes that Indonesia's strategic 

democratisation agenda in ASEAN can be understood as a new way of 

achieving old objectives. Such objectives remain predicated upon building 

regional economic and political resilience, and maintaining a balance among 

external powers. 

The final case study finds that a convergence in political systems does not 

necessarily equate to shared values. Democratisation should be understood 

as a significant stabilising factor in Indonesia-Australia relations at the 

government-to-government, rather than broader societal, level. Indonesia's 

adoption of participatory politics did not change old constructs or eliminate 

residual anxieties. However, changes in Indonesia's domestic governance 

structures, shifting foreign policy authority back to the civilian foreign policy 

bureaucracy conferred greater equanimity to Jakarta's management of 

relations. At the policy level, the need to build good relations with Australia 

following the nadir of East Timor was given added impetus by Indonesia's 

endeavour to recraft its international identity as the world's third largest 

democracy. As the world's largest Muslim majority state, the domestic 

political ramifications of the September 11 terrorist attacks and subsequent 
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US-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq carried with them the capacity to 

divide Indonesian society. Eager to avert the escalation of a Christian West 

versus Islamic East schism, Indonesian diplomats worked to promote a 

moderate image of Islam and preserve its relationship with Western 

democracies, including Australia. The thesis concludes that in the case of 

Indonesia-Australia relations that there are powerful relationship 

determinants largely immune to regime type. The ongoing potential for 

Papua to derail bilateral relations, illustrates the power of Indonesia's 

sovereignty-based norms and the national vulnerabilities borne from 

historical experience.  

The main conclusions of this thesis are that domestic context in which 

Indonesia's foreign policy is framed has been transformed since reformasi.  A 

conscious attempt has been made by policy-makers to internalise democratic 

values such as good governance and human rights into the ideational basis 

of Indonesia's foreign policy. Indonesia's adoption of a democratic foreign 

policy discourse also served key functions in boosting the legitimacy of 

popularly-elected governments, repairing Indonesia's tarnished international 

image, and in augmenting more enduring foreign policy objectives based on 

regional leadership, strategic autonomy, and sovereignty-based concerns. In 

this sense, democratic values can be understood as an important enabling 

factor in Indonesia's foreign policy, rather than a fundamental determinant 

of it. 

Analysis of the academic literature on Indonesia's democracy, moreover, 

reveals that although democratisation has changed aspects of Indonesia's 

national self-conception, it has not fundamentally reformed Indonesia's 
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political culture.  Indonesia has sought to portray itself as a champion of 

democracy to the Southeast Asian region and international community, but 

internal governance and leadership remain challenged by a collusive and 

patrimonial political culture, rooted in the authoritarian New Order. 

Democracy is a new and significant part of Indonesia's identity which it 

wishes to project internationally, but as the scholarship demonstrates, 

Indonesia remains constrained by the weakness of its domestic political 

culture.   

In conclusion, the conceptual framework employed by earlier scholars 

remains relevant to Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy context. The 

research demonstrates how foreign policy-makers have harnessed 

democratic norms to serve key political functions in enhancing the legitimacy 

of democratic governments and in facilitating Indonesia's sense of 

entitlement in international affairs.  Indonesia's democratic foreign policy can 

be understood both as a mixture of genuine commitment to democratic 

values on the part of individual foreign policy-makers and a means by which 

the state apparatus can appropriate democratic norms to serve more 

enduring foreign policy functions. Democratisation has not changed the key 

determinants of Indonesia's foreign policy and the conceptual framework 

established originally by Weinstein and Leifer is still valid. Although 

Indonesia appears less a weak state in the contemporary context and more 

the embodiment of an emerging power, its foreign policy remains both a 

means of ameliorating internal weakness and fulfilling aspirations to be 'a 

country of consequence', as Leifer described it. 

*** 
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This thesis has made a contribution to what surely warrants a much broader 

research endeavour. The Indonesian case demonstrates that the degree to 

which democratic norms are internalised within the ideational and 

institutional frameworks of post-authoritarian polities appears strongly 

contingent upon the agency of influential foreign policy actors – foreign 

ministers, legislators, intellectuals – and their relationship with government 

leaders. In Indonesia's case, Hassan Wirajuda proved an ardent champion of 

democratic norms in the ASEAN sub-region, but his external agenda 

remained constrained by the realities of Indonesia's domestic politics.  

The thesis also reminds one that the adoption of a procedural democracy 

does not necessarily result in the adoption of liberal values. Notionally 

democratic institutions do not make liberal institutions or liberal policies. 

Indeed, the illiberal aspects of newly democratic polities can militate against 

any assumed convergence of values between democratic states. An inquiry 

into the effects of democratisation reveals strong continuities in the 

ideational basis of Indonesia's foreign policy, particularly with respect to 

non-alignment, internationalism, and powerful sovereignty-based norms. 

Clearly, a commitment to democratic values by foreign policy elites does not 

usurp more enduring determinants of states' foreign policies and in fact, may 

reinforce them.  

Finally, the Indonesian case study suggests that the external promotion of 

democratic values is motivated in part with domestic political objectives in 

mind. Indonesia's transplacement-type political transition, which required 

compromises between civilian reformists, senior military officers and New 

Order elites on the extent of democratic reforms, provided an additional 
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impetus to Indonesia's external democratisation agenda. In other words, 

foreign policy was utilised to consolidate democratic gains domestically. 

These are important observations which demand further scholarly inquiry. 

As internal developments within Indonesia combine with powerful global 

economic and political forces, the country's significance to both the Southeast 

Asian sub-region and broader Asia-Pacific is reinforced. Closer analysis of 

Indonesia's contemporary foreign policy context and further appreciation of 

the domestic constraints faced by the country's foreign policy-makers would 

enhance both scholarly and policy understanding.  
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