
Young middle-class radicals 
Recent student activity should not lead students or 
sympathetic observers to hold fanciful illusions of 
what can be achieved, argues Ariel Heryanto. 

Recent student demonstrations in Indonesia have a con
siderable degree of heterogeneity in terms of the actors, 
issues, style, and aims. This does not mean that they are 
totally isolated from one another, for the protests are in 
some' wavs closely related. But it is misleading to discuss 
them si{uplv as a continuous chain of 'coordinated' 
actions and 'reactions. One way of discussing them is by 
examining events, dates, names and actions of particular 
cases, about which it is difficult to draw broad conclu
sions. Another approach, which I will follow here, is to 
reflect not so much on the events themselves, but on 
their general historical context and significance. 

Students in the New Order 
There are three major factors that give contemporary stu
dents in Indonesia their specific social position, and their 
practices a particular character. 

The first, a long-term factor, is their being an element 
of the middle classes. Economicallv thev are relativelv 
secure. Some students prefer to avoid p~litical activitie's 
not so much because these will place their basic means of 
survival at stake. Rather, they choose to capitalise their 
time and energy for securing the way to a better position 
after graduation. Intellectually and ideologically they 
have ~n ample access to a wide range of ideas, including 
those the government has tried to negate as 'revolution
ary' 'left/right extremist'. This access varies from one 
sch~ol to another, but various groups of students make 
regular contacts across institutional and geographical 
boundaries. 

Students convPTge on Kedung Ombo dam 

Politically they are relatively significant. Many of them 
are sons, and in-laws of the ruling elites. Based in cities, 
their activities, or any repression of their activities echo 
quickly and loudly in the press. Unlike their counterparts 
in various 'democratic' Western societies, students in 
Indonesia enjoy significant political charisma. The for
mer may yell and shout at the powers that be, an,d little (if 
anything) tends to change. The latter need do httle more 
than point a finger and wink to mobilise the already frus
trated masses, before existing social order is disrupted for 
days. 

Second is the medium term factor: contemporary 
Indonesian students under the New Order inherited a 
privileged status of being promoted as an 'innocent', 'ide
alistic', 'apolitical', and 'moral' force, free of self-interest, 
and full of integrity. This image is the New Order's cre
ation which served to secure its legitimacy after the trau
matic succession in 1966. In the words of a former stu
dent leader from 1966,'Without the student demonstra
tions, the succession would have appeared mainly as an 
army take-over'. Students enjoyed this status a great deal 
until 1978, when their political activities were officially 
declared illegitimate, and violent measures were taken to 
eliminate any resistance. 

Despite these official restrictions, the popular 'id~alis
tic' image of students is still widespread, and occaslOnal 
attempts are made to revive it. This is partly due to the 
fact that the government cannot discredit student politics 
too far, because of its previous reliance on students to 
legitimise its rise to power. III fact, as American academic 
William Liddle has observed, the initial core of the New 
Order was itself responsible for mobilising in 1966/7 the 
largest student demonstration in the history of the New 
Order. 

The two factors above indicate the fundamental con-
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tradiction between students' potential power, and its sup
pression by the state since 1978. 

It took the third, short-term, condition to trigger this 
contradiction in recent months: the public surfacing of 
friction within the ruling el.ites. Reactions from the con
flicting authorities to the emerging new generation of stu
dent activists stimulated more radicalisation among stu
dents. It is not only that just now some favourable space 
for demonstrations is available, but also only now that a 
new generation of radical students is well prepared to 
project a high-profile. It is to be expected that as this 
short-term condition subsides (eg. major conflicts within 
the ruling elites are resolved, while current student 
activists graduate), things will not be the same for both 
students as a group and the authorities as another. 

The case of Kedung Ombo provides the best exam
pie. (See Inside Indonesia, no.18) While it is true that stu
dents are only partially responsible for the successful 
result, their part was an essential one. Other attempts to 
help those victimised by the dam project reached an 
impasse. These include attempts made by various interna
tionally- acclaimed NGOs (like the Legal Aid 
Foundation) and individuals (such as Romo 
Mangunwijaya). Students did not sort things out with 
their own hands; they 'only' helped to liquidate the 
impasse and to press those in power to do so. 

One may argue that the student demonstrations might 
have achieved little or nothing had the conditions not 
been so 'ripe' for change anyway. These conditions were 
(a) the extremely stubborn resistance on the part of the 
victimised villagers at Kedung Ombo (b) the fact that the 
sponsoring World Bank was already aware of embarrass
ing blunders involved in the dam project and was pre
pared, if things got worse, to press the Indonesian gov
ernment to redress the problems, and (c) conflicts within 
the ruling elites and their public vacillation over the 
issue. In any case, it is now obvious that it took these stu
dents to bring various agents with authority into action in 
favour of local people of Kedung Ombo. 

Contradictions 
Viewing those events in a short-term perspective, one 
hardly finds anything problematic here. The problemat
ics become evident when one recognises the contradic
tions embedded in the way these student radicals came to 
the fore, the social basis of their movement, and their 
prospects for taking a more significant role towards a 
transformation of the existing social order. Sooner or 
later students will find themselves in a position where 
they have to choose either to hide away or to fight against 
the very source of their empowerment and privileged 
position. 

One of these contradictions is the widespread image 
of students as the embodiment of innocence - an apoliti
cal moral force. This image provides various protesting 
students with an effective weapon and shields them as 
they take to the streets for an otherwise illegal act. It is 
like a mask that only students may wear, and one that 
allows them to make an independent participation in the 
political arena. In fact, sections of the government sup
porting the students have justified recent demonstrations 
by evoking this familiar formula. The recent 'triumph' of 
student demonstrations have occasionally been celebrat
ed in these terms. 
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The dange, ofweac;ng that rna,k ;, that D~~ 
it can be only one step away from being ~r 
seduced to trying to become like the mask. There 
is a danger the adoption of this tactic will become an 
end in itself. How far are the students able or willing to 
continue to play the game of being an innocent, apoliti
cal, moral force? To do so is indeed to conform with the 
regime's rhetoric that 'politics is dirty' which students 
should avoid. How long will it take before these students 
feel free to claim the right for independent political par
ticipation? How long will it be before they claim equal 
rights and responsibility with other citizens, including 
those underprivileged whose interests the students claim 
to defend? Indeed, students' special political status that 
currently becomes justifiable and effective strategy can be 
counter-productive for their long-term struggle. Their 
demonstrations are charity-like action. It reproduces and 
reinforces the class division between the students as 
'superior patrons' and those 'underneath' whom they try 
to protect and defend. 

Strategy and achievement 
Given the limited and short-lived space left open by the 
friction among the ruling elites, neither the students nor 
sympathetic observers should hold fanciful illusions of 
what can be achieved. Put differently, however, given the 
limitation constraining these young radicals, one finds 
the result of some of the recent demonstrations quite 
impressive and substantial. 

As an element within the middle classes, students have 
special privileges and benefits that most Indonesians can
not enjoy. Being in this position, some of their radical 
minority can afford to launch impressive demonstrations 
that bring some benefits to those victimised by the very 
social order that give these students their special privi
leges. Due to the general political repression, these stu
dents are forced to adopt a strategy that yields short-term 
positive results. This strategy is, however, based on their 
nearly total isolation from both the underprivileged and 
other progressive forces. The 'soft' and even 'supportive' 
reactions from the authorities to recent demonstrations is 
a double-edged sword. These provide the government, or 
at least the individual speakers, with a handsome public 
posture, and at the same time they remind the students of 
their 'privileged' confinement. 

The base of student movements appears even thinner 
if we also consider their constitution. The status of stu
dent membership is not an achieved status that anyone 
could get simply with hard work and bright mind. Unlike 
most other segments in the middle classes, students have 
no power to influence the process of recruitment of their 
new fellow members. Students enjoy a privileged, but 
short-term rental status. This explains partly why contem
porary student radicals have difficulty in making alliances 
with other potentially progressive forces, or even to con
stitute a united front among themselves across the nation. 
Any meetings of more than five individuals to prepare 
demonstrations are by definition illegal and therefore 
have to be secretive and irregular. Thus, to date, their 
actions are bound to be relatively small-scale, scattered, 
and heterogeneous. These, of course, are not unchange
able .• 

The author is a post graduate at l\!Ionash University. 

Sorne favaurahle space far demonstrations is available and a new generation of 
radical students is well prepared w projed a high profile. 
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