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Politics, off the agendas of both public life and research in Indonesia 
for thirty years, has returned with a vengeance in Indonesia since the 
end of the Suharto regime in 1998. Within Indonesia there is lively 
debate of politics in the media every day and this has been mirrored 
internationally by a growing stream of academic studies.1 Do we 
need more? Is there anything new or interesting to say? These two 
recent publications address themes already well-established, but 
also reflect substantive changes in Indonesia as well as the benefits 
of a longer-term view of complex processes unfolding over time. 
Graeme MacRae
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One of the central political projects of the Indonesian 
state, since even before independence, has been the contain-
ment and management of its staggering cultural, linguistic 
and religious diversity into a coherent and unified national 
form. The first president, Sukarno, was ultimately undone by 
other factors, but the inherent contradictions of his own way 
of managing diversity contributed to this. A major factor in 
the success of his successor Suharto, was his ability to create 
an illusion of national unity, preferably by ideological means, 
but if necessary by military ones. Both regimes achieved 
their aims of national integration at the price of democratic 
representation, civil liberties and recognition of diversity  
of local social, cultural and political traditions. 

Since Suharto’s spectacular slide from grace and then fall from 
power in 1998, this preoccupation has remained, but with a 
radical change of direction – essentially a huge experiment in 
finding a way out of half-a-century of increasingly centralised 
and authoritarian rule. The foci, and indeed the titles of  
works already published, reflect these themes in various 
combinations. Very broadly, the trend of these works has 
been a gradual movement from national-level perceptions 
of disorder and “disintegration” and the persistence of 

established “oligarchies” of power, to more locally grounded 
studies that increasingly reflect the diversity of emergent 
“democratic” forms and processes. 

The two major planks of this reversal have been  
decentralisation (desentralisasi) of budgets and govern- 
ment, and democratisation (demokrasisasi) of political  
representation, via free elections. The two books reviewed 
here, both published a decade into the process, represent the 
state of the art of study of reformasi. They begin, as do most 
of their predecessors, from the fundamental dilemma of the 
state and its twin projects, but each focuses on one of the two 
aspects of the process. Deepening Democracy focuses closely 
on the mechanics and dynamics of one of the key mechanisms 
of both demokrasisasi and desentralisasi: the elections of the 
heads of local levels of government (Pilkada). Decentralisation 
and Regional Autonomy builds on an earlier book by one of  
its editors in retaining a focus on reform and regionalisation 
of governance structures. 

Both begin with general/theoretical chapters, but at their 
cores are series of case-studies and these span the length 
and breadth of the archipelago. There are sixteen chapters 
in Deepening Democracy and fifteen in Decentralisation and 
Regional Autonomy. Together their authors reflect a wide 
range of viewpoints: Indonesian and foreign, academics and 
others, from World Bank officials to development advisors to 
think-tank researchers. Rather than listing and summarising 
this multitude of chapters, I think it is more useful here  
to discuss the main themes that run throughout and the 
directions of thought that emerge from them. 

Deepening Democracy
A number of observers have followed, analysed and written 
about Pilkada, mostly in the form of journal articles.2 These 
studies have tended to be at the level of individual elections, 
or local series of them. Key issues and themes emerging 
from these discussions include the pervasiveness of “money 
politics”, the roles of political parties, the personal profiles 
and reputations of candidates, the influence of the media, 
the “return” or “re-emergence” of traditional aristocracies 
and the use of signs, symbols and practices derived from 
“tradition” into the formal political arena, the survival and 
regrouping of elites entrenched during the New Order period, 
and the related practices of “collusion” and the consequent 
formation of “cartels” and “oligarchies”. The bottom line of 
most of these studies is the practical concern as to whether 
the reforms have made a difference at the levels of public 
participation and representation – whether democracy is,  
as the title of this book asks, really “deepening” or not. 

While there is little explicit consensus in these studies,  
there is at the same time at least an implicit impression of  
a national pattern: that the democracy developing is at best 
shallow and is little more than a front for the continuation of 
elite oligarchy supported by various combinations of money 
politics, inter-party collusion and more or less direct control 
over the media.3  

Deepening Democracy provides (to my knowledge) the first 
detailed account of the history, legislation and technologies 
of the reformed election system in Indonesia as well as a set 
of comparative studies of actual elections from all over the 
archipelago. This combination of overview and comparison, 
along with the benefit of some hindsight, has enabled the 
authors and editors to address the issues listed above in  
a more comprehensive, balanced and systematic way than  
has occurred previously. The result is a more nuanced picture 
in which any national-level generalisations are balanced by  
a growing awareness of the diversity of local variations and 
the complex interactions of factors that influence these. 

The overwhelming message repeated in various ways and 
from various locations throughout the book is (not surprisingly) 
that these are local elections, conducted in distinctly local 
styles and in which the results tend to reflect local factors  
and influences. These observations are often accompanied  
by warnings against the analytic dangers of top-down 
national level generalisations (e.g by Sulistiyanto on p.191, 
Lindsey on p.213). However, they also consistently recognise  
a series of recurrent patterns that intersect in various ways 
with the national-level themes identified in previous studies.

One such pattern is the role of political parties, which despite 
significant local variations, is quite different to what we are 
accustomed to in western democracies. Parties, besides those 
defined in religious terms, generally do not represent any 
particular, let alone consistent constituency, point of view 
or policies. They are instead pragmatic political machines 
with distinct histories and usually focused around powerful 
individuals. As such they are, unlike their predecessors in the 
1950s, virtually free of consistent policy, let alone philosophy. 
Pratikno (ch.3) does attempt to map patterns of ideological 


