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The Roots of Vielence in Indonesian Political History*

BAMBANG PURWANTD

It is not easy for me to discuss contemporany Indonesian political
history. Az | am a government official, | could easily be considerad by
other scholars as either a former Sasharto agent or a product of the Mew
Crder. In fact, | have never been in a class of indactination although this
was cormpulsory during the period of my recruitment into government
senice.

First, | would like 1o gquote Robert Elson In his paper “in Fear of the
People: Sceharto and the Justification of State-sponsored Violence
Under the Mew Order” Elson argues that "His {Soeharto) fear and
mistrust of the Indonesian people characterzed his thinking about
palitics.”

It iz my understanding that this statemsnt is the representation of
someathing called budava darural or "dmergency culture™ which strongly
influsneed the conduct of Indonasian politics since indepandence. The
state as well as society have always been considered in a state of
emergency. Thisrmeans that histonzally, Indonasian pf:lltl*aha aperated
under the concepts of “emeargency” or "temporary.”

This condition is also related to the socio-political discourse of
reseragaman (aniformity) and Kesmar wan (security} which are deemed
essential to sta'wlity. These terms have bean an important driving force
behind the actions of the state and society.

Falitically there is no distinction belwesn the Soekarno and Soeharto
regimes In terms of state sponsored violence, axcept perhaps N Lhiz
manner in which the rilitary perfarmed its role and the number of peaple
yictimized inthe performance of the role, The number of politcally related
deaths, detentions and tortures in connection with the same provinaial
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and regional movements against the government in thel1950s and the
palitical rivalries of the 1960s are comparable to the political violenca
committed duringthe New Crder. Both Soekarnoand Soeharto cantributed
to the bloody affairs in Indonesian history, It is said “that the state had
to be viclent with its people, periodically and systematically because
thers was no other way of preventing the people acting against their own
best interast.”

The question is how could such violence happen?

since the beginning, the new independent Indonesia in fact lived in
a state of emetgency. The 1946 general election that was to end the
transitional constitution and government never took place. Between late
September 1245 and mid 1950 the basis for the state of emergency was
created. Indonesian history would definitely be different if the British and
the Duteh did not enforee their military supernority in order to reinstall
Luteh colonial power in the archipelago after Indonesian independence
was declarad in August 17, 1945, Without this episode, the Indonesian
armed forces could not justify its important contribution in retaining
Indonesian independence, and the society would be less militaristic.

The Indonesian state changed from unitary state to federal state i
1549, and then returmed to unitany state in 1950, Huwleveri Soekarnt.
retained his presidency for another period of emergency under the
pravisional constitution of 1950, The first genaeral election of 1955 was
not able 1o turn off the emergency nature of Indonesian politics, Despita
the creation of a new parliament, Konstituante, and governmeant,
Seekarmo remained head of state with a clear legal status. Certainly, the
parliament or Konstituante never had any session to elect a new
prescdent or vice-president, whoever they could have been. There iz a
simple reason for these events: the new constitution was still bairg
drafted by the Honstituante, Therefore, there was no obligation on their
part 1o elect a new head of state under the provisional constitution, This
meant that after 10 vears since independence, Indonesia was still being
governad under an emergency situation.

saekarma, Wgether with the Indonesian armed forces (read the Arrmy
ardd Geneal Masution), the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI. and
several Islamic and nationalist parties, ruled under the slogan revolisi
belurn selesal (revalution is notyet finished). They crushad the opposition
In the name of the continding revolution for a just and prosperous
Indonesia. The returm Lo the 1945 constitution and the intradustion of
Guided Demaocracy in 1858, the declaration of a state of emergency and
the anti-Western hloc of anti-new colonialism campaign Turther



WIOLEMCE IN INDOMNESIAN POLITECAL HISTORY 193

sirengthenad the state aof emergency within state and society as wall as
the militaristic nature of Indonesian rule,

The Indonesian people were farced to believe that emergency is the
nature of society. Soekarno no longer needed elections to legitime
changes in the governmant, Any section of society and those who
considered themselves opposition groups could not challenge the social
and political system, struetdre and policy as a whole because thess wers
protectad by the principles of emerganey and unifermity. Fancasila and
Masakom {nationalism, religion and communism) weare the anly naticnal
idealogies. Any individual or groupwith a conflicting interpretation will be
crushed under the wheael of the revolution.

Soeharto and his fellowers inherited the structure and system
eraated by the regime they nad overthrown, except for certan aspects
concerning Mardsmand communisim. They ruled the Mew Crder Indonesia
also under the state of emergency. Soeharto upheld Pancasila as the
national ideciogy and all levels of society were 1o share one common
view. The regime telieved that the majority s not ready for altemative
views and used vialence to prevent people from exprassing a different
apinion. Viclence soon became part of the Indonesian culture, Unlike
Soekarno's, Soeharto’s regime enjoyed-strong support fram the militany.
The: government includied technocrats who provided amare sophisticatad
imterpretation and application of the culture of emeargency. Sinee 18971,
Indonesia regularly held deneral election, followed by the general
mestingof the peaple s Representative Assembly to elect a new president,
every five years in order 1o impress on the people that there is democracy
in the country. However, there was nao real possibility of choosing a new
gresident duning the people's Representative Assembly maeting. The
fssernbly did not elect a new president bul simply re-installed the old
president.

Why, because Indonesia was experiencing econarmic developrant
and thers was no single human being out of ane hundred million
Indonesians able ta lead indonesia and continue the development except
Soeharts, A similarway of thinking could be used to explain (he dominant
role of the Indonesian armed forces (ABRD, The Indonesian armead forcas
“shiould function as an agency for national security, natian building,
rational growth and national prosperity,” Both Sosharto and the ABRI
were considered stabilizers of a disunited country,

The Soeharto regime denied the existence of pluralism. As with the
previous regime, Soeharto decided that Pancasila s also the only
national idenlogy. The ideology of Pancasila provides no ream for an
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alternative way of thinking. In practice, every citizen must go thraugh
official interpretations of Pancasila provided by the government. Any
differences are considered a threat to national development as well as
to the government and Soeharta personally, and they could easily be
accused of as the enemy of the people, resulting in isolation, going to
prisen, or for the unfortunate, being killed. The regime would do ary
action at whatever cost to prevent people fram having a different way of
thinking. The regime tended to say thal the need to be differant s
understandable, but it is only the need of a few peaple. Meanwhils, the
majority Is not yel ready. This statement is supported by the fact that
there is a great gap betwean certain levels of society in terms of social
andeconomic status as well as political conscioushess, As g consequence,
any violence carried out by the regime could easily be justified for
protecting national development or interest. People then danced the
sarme turne, which then created mutual distrust in all sections of society.
Thus, violence became a part of the social and cultural identity of
Indanesian society.

The dominant role of Soeharto and military men was still considerad
lermporary although itwas already in place for three decades. They always |
promised that there would be a change when the national goal was
achieved but the guestion iswhen? Change came onlyin May 1998 when
the opposition and an econamic crsis forced Soeharto to step down.
However, the culture of emergency in Indonesian politics was reatfirmed
when Habibie was sworn in as president, The formear vice-president was
sworn in as the new president at the Presidential Palace without a
meeting with People’s Representative Assembly taking place, and
creating thereby another constitutional crisis.

In conclusion, many scholars do not understand the reality of
vinlence In Indonesia. They point to some individual or group or to the
political structure of the Mew Order as the datang (mastermind) for the
state-sponsored violence of the Soehartc and the previous Soekarmo
regimes, The fact is, it is no longer a structural problem but & socio
cultural one. 1tis not only Soeharto but also Soekarno and Nasution who
are responsible for the tradition of killing people to end all movements
against the government. The origin of violence should be found lang
before the New Order or the Sceharto presidency. It s in the whole
process of Indoenesian history since its independence, wherethe militaristic
nature and oversheiming distrust within the state and society wera
created. At this stage, clearly | have some differences compared to well-
known Indonesianisis in understanding the present riots or sacial
violence in Indonesia, £




