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Students Protest Continue in Indonesia
 

-This Newsletter is by Max Lane

Over the last several weeks, demonstrations have erupted across Indonesia. They were reported  in Medan
(North Sumatra), Jakarta, Bandung, Yogyakarta, Solo, Malang, Surabaya, Makassar and, no doubt, they
erupted in other towns as well. Although these demonstrations have not been massive, – ranging from a few
hundred to one or two thousand people, they have been notably militant. The incidents include a police post
being set on fire, street clashes between students and police, students breaking down gates of government
buildings and shattering the Parliament’s compound walls, and the use of few Molotov cocktails. The police
have  used  water  cannons  and  resorted  to  beatings   to  disperse  some demonstrations.  Meanwhile,  the
government, unanimously backed by the Parliament, has been downplaying the unrest, yet it is unable to
ignore the uprising. The demonstrations, which have been going on for several weeks, continue as we near the
end of March.

https://thetricontinental.org/asia/students-protest-indonesia/
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Agus Suwage (Indonesia), Circus of Democracy I, 1997.

 

The protests are not limited to students, they reflect the broader sentiment among the public. Coalitions of
non-government organisations, trade unions, and other civil society groups have issued statements echoing
the concerns of the students. Academics and public intellectuals have also articulated similar criticism.

The demonstrations were broadly  held under the banner or slogan: “Indonesia Gelap” (Indonesia is Dark),
reflecting the bitter and angry sentiments about the state of the country.

What has triggered the demonstrations? What lies behind this sentiment?

The demonstrations were triggered by the accelerated passing of a new law in the Parliament, regarding the
Indonesian Army. The part of the new law that has attracted the most hostility is the expansion of the list of
civil institutions where military officers can be appointed. While the list has not been drastically increased, to
16, it comes at a time when more military officials, often cronies of President Prabowo, are being placed key
positions, both within and outside the scope of the Law.  Some of the military cronies have also been placed
in crucial economic of business positions. These moves are perceived by the protesters as the first steps
towards returning to the military-backed crony capitalist rule, one that ruled Indonesia from 1965 until 1998.
This period began with the mass slaughter of Indonesia’s communists and Sukarnoist leftists, it led to a near
totalitarian rule for 32 years. It is under such a rule that  a class of crony capitalists emerged throughout the
country, with bog conglomerates at the top of the crony pyramid.
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Taring Padi (Indonesia), in the name of resistance we fight till the end, 2023.
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The students, NGOs and academics are protesting against the moves of the ruling elite who are turning back
in that direction.

The banner “Indonesia is Dark” is not only a reflection of anger because people believe Indonesia is sliding
back into the corrupt, militarist, crony capitalist period of the past. It is an expression that the “darkness” has
already  arrived for the mass of the people and for democracy. Over the past several weeks, many horrific
corruption scandals have come to light. The scandals mount to hundreds of millions of dollars, involving the
Pertamina (the state oil company) as well as operations in the banking sector, palm oil sector, import and
export segments and others. These cases were suddenly exposed by the Attorney-General’s Department and
by the Corruption Eradication Commission.

Being exposed one after the other, without any pause, over the past several weeks, these scandals have widely
revealed the extent of corrupt relations between government officials and the private sector. In December, the
Corruption Eradication Commission raided the residence of an official of the Supreme Court, who accused of
taking bribes from business interests, and found tens of millions of dollars’ worth of cash and 51 kilograms of
gold. The exposure of these cases 25 years after the fall of the notoriously corrupt President Suharto has
deepened the sense of worsening “darkness” with absolutely no signs of lessening corruption.

The fear that the situation would worsen has intensified with President Prabowo’s announcement of the
creation of a new state-holding company, Danantara which he will  directly oversee. It  would include a
company owned by his own brother, and members of his cabinet and close business associates , will hold key
positions within the Danantara.  Former Presidents Yudhoyono and Widodo, and former British Prime
Minister Tony Blair and former Thai Prime Minister Thaksin have been appointed as advisors. This includes
the  plan  that  dividends  from all  public  companies,  estimated  to  be  US$980  billion,  will  need  to  be
surrendered to the company.  The company’s  funds are  supposed to be used to finance more upstream
production projects in the country. Given that it is under the direct control of Prabowo and his close circle,
however fantastic the idea may seem on paper, it is viewed as a situation of never-ending corruption and
cronyism, and people do not trust the government’s plans. This decision comes after almost a year of the
government, first under Widodo and then Prabowo, granting coal mining licences to secure political support
from private players, including religious organisations and universities.

Meanwhile, Prabowo gains military backing by making the currently serving and ex-military officers in-
charge of government project with large budgets. Such as the welfare program providing lunch to school
students or a major Food Estate project in Papua.
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Heri Dono (Indonesia), Bull VS Pistol, 1984.

 

At the same time, the feeling of engulfing “darkness” is exacerbated by the sudden announcement of huge
budget cuts in the name of efficiency,  which have affected the functioning of several  ministries.  It  has
worsened the working conditions of public servants who lose lighting and air-conditioning for some parts of
the day or have fewer equipment to work with. The funds from these cuts have been diverted to some private
sectors for their services to the ministries, such as the transport sector.

Meanwhile, the state has imposed more burdens on the people, such as increasing the application fee for two-
wheeler  license..  These  trends  are  accompanied  by  increase  in  unemployment.  There  have  been
announcements of layoffs in manufacturing and textiles industries as the businesses are shutting shop due to
loss. Media reports estimate 40,000 layoffs over the past several weeks.

The “Indonesia in Darkness” protests, petitions and statements are not the only manifestation of the sense of
“darkness” and political despair. Another response that went viral on social media, was the cry “Kabur aja
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dulu” (Let’s Get of Here First), suggesting an escape overseas. Of course, this sentiment resonates with the
millions of Indonesia’s poor who have been forced to seek work abroad, often working as maids or coolies in
Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and the Middle East for several decades. However, there is a positive side
to “Indonesia in Darkness,” it is accompanied by a word popularised in the poetry of the disappeared poet of
the 1990s, Wiji Thukul: “Lawan!” (Resist!). While one side of the darkness is answered with Escape, the
other side bravely calls for Fight!

The most recent wave of demonstrations has shared the call: “The Army Should Stay in Their Barracks”.
Notably, the first wave of the “Indonesia in Darkness” protests had no specific demands. But the following
waves have so far raised nine demands under the Dark Indonesian banner, which include: review President
Prabowo’s budget cuts; change the Mineral and Coal Mining Law that allowed arbitrary allocation of mining
licences; reject the Army’s interference in civilian affairs, and more transparency in development projects and
taxes and imposts on the common people.

Agung Kurniawan (Indonesia), Very, Very Happy Victims, 1996.

 

A defining feature of these demonstrations is their largely spontaneous character, organised by local coalitions
of students and NGOs, with each town having its distinct pattern. However, the slogans and demands are
shared nationally, with no national organisation of mass resistance or opposition. The political opposition in
the  country  remains  dispersed,  lacking  unified  organisation,  strong  leadership  or  a  clear  ideological
perspective. Many are aware of this challenge, and the constructive discussions are unfolding among student
groups, workers and farmers unions, democratic rights campaign organisations, feminist groups, political
formations and others. Their discussions also focus on the unity of progressive forces. Some of this discussion
is already formal, while others underway are informal in setting. The emergence of a national leadership and
organisations would accelerate the current ferment and could alter the whole political framework. As of now,
Indonesia, without a progressive opposition, is in a state of hiatus, waiting for the necessary jolt for the next
step.
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(Max Lane is an Australia based writer and activist. He is a Founding Member of the Red Spark.  Dr
Lane is also a Senior Fellow at the Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research.)

https://red-spark.org/
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