
POLITICS AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

The student 
movement 

Students are Jew in number but 
loom large on the political stage. 

Budiman Sudjatmiko, leader of the People's Democratir Part), 
(PRD), now a((used of fomenting the riot following the militar), 
backed attack on A1egawati:, PDf headquarters. Five were killed in 
the riots and 74 are still missing. G1TILl 

The PRJ) aJJair demonstrated this 
once more. In this reflective essay, 
ARIEL HERYANTO asks why 

this should be so. 

T he 'student movement' still 
figures as a concept regularly 
used in analvses of social 

change in Indonesia. \,\lhether or not 
it really is an important and actual 
political force in an empirical sense, 
however, still remains to be investi
gated. If it really is so, what form 
does this force actually take? On the 
other hand, if the student movement 
is really no more than a powerful il
lusion, other questions need to be 
raised: what does this illusion consist 
of, and where does it come from? 
Why does it have the power that it 
does? Can the illusion itself become 
a political force for social change? 
How _does the strength of the illusion 
grow:, 

In what follows, I argue that the 
student movement really is a political 
force in Indonesian societv, but that 
it must be understood bo'th as sub
ject and object in an intellectual dis
course that circulates among the 
urban middle class. I do not believe 
it is the empirical, objective, posi
tivist reality that manv hold it to be. 
At the sarn:e time, hO~\'ever, I do not 
regard it merely as an illusion, 
though it has some similarities with 
tiction. 

What is it? 
The power of the student movement 
is often subject either to exaggera
tion or dismissal. Its exaggeration, 
on the one hand, is the result of an 
overly optimistic view of the radical
ism of the student activists, their 
moral purity and idealism, their will
ingness to take risks, their intellectu
al sharpness and courage. On the 
other hand, those who tend to dis
miss the significance of the student 
movement point to its fragmentation 
and inconsistencies, its limited back
ing and access to other resources, 
and most importantly, its isolation as 

a tiny elite minority in Indonesian 
societv. 

Although both of these views con
tain some truth, there are a number 
of other considerations to be borne 
in mind if we are to understand what 
and who the student movement real
ly represents in the broader picture 
of social change. For a start we need 
to understand the significance of the 
place accorded to the student move
ment in the history of social change 
in Indonesia. The contribution 
made bv students and intellectuals to 
the birth of the Indonesian nation 
and its subsequent struggle for 
recognition is revered across the po
litical spectrum, by groups which in 
other ways are mutually opposed. It 
is a central feature of both New 
Order propaganda and the Buru 
novels of Pramudva Ananta Tur 
banned by the re'gime. In Tur's 
tetralogy, official history is over
turned, but its central figure remains 
the native product of a modern 
schooling system. 

Narratives of the present 
The point here is not whether the 
novels and the official history are in 
need of 'correction', but whether an 
historical narrative, however it is 
written, can ever re-present the full 
complexity and confusion of a silent 
past, in a full, authoritative and co
hesive wav. Obviously, it cannot. One 
in terestirlg aspect ~f all historical 
narratives is the fact that the heroes 
in the story are always of the same 
social background as their writers 
and readers. Thev are men, middle 
class and grad{lates of modern 
schools. The suspicion this observa
tion might arouse in our minds then 
leads us to a different obsenation: 
that stories of the past are actually 
narratives of the present, that is, of 
the interests of the writer and read
ers themselves. The reality of the 

past is formed by the traditions of 
narrative, of language, of discourse 
that are dominant in present day so
ciety. It is not the product of an indi
vidual author, ,,·ith or without ideo
logical manipulation. 

Thus, the student movement is 
important because it has been made 
an important character in an impor
tant narrative tradition. The heroic 
tales of intellectuals and their activi
ties in the past function as models 
and incentives for the intellectuals 
who receive them. So a mythology is 
strengthened by a concrete empiri
cal realitv. At the same time, those 
outside the category of 'students' 
find themselves urged to adopt, to 
discuss, to report and to conceive of 
the activities of present day students 
within the framework of the already 
established historical narratives. Ancl 
so the circle is closed, a blend of t~1Ct 
and fiction, narrative and event. 

Traces of history 
The facti fiction, narrative/ event 
circle does not emerge out of 
nowhere, fully formed and au
tonomous. It too belongs in space 
and time, and needs to be traced 
critically, in the context of a specitic 
social history. 

TraditiOlialh, intellectuals are de
fined as those \\'ho defend their class 
interests with cultural capital. Ruling 
ideology or mythology sees them as 
vigorous defenders of truth, unmind
ful of anv material rewards that mav 
come th~ir wav. Anv rewards the,' 
might accrue ar'e seerl as rightful anC! 
unsolicited recompense for their 
labours. In short, as Pierre Bom-dieu 
says, intellectuals reap material re
wards precisely bv denying that the\~ 
have any interests in them. 

RavrllOnd 'v\'illiams was not wrong 
in poi~ting to the nations of the Se2-
ond and Third Worlds as the most 
fertile ground for the growth of such 
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mythologies. This is not because 
these societies are too ignorant to 
recognise manipulation on the part 
of intellectuals, but ironically, be
cause the tyranny which a vari'etv of 
communist' and fascist regimes have 
exercised over intellectuals has 
sened precisely to strengthen the 
fantasy of their exalted and sacred 
status. 

Shot for a scrawl 
In countries like the US, intellectuals 
are given open slather, not because 
they are loved and honoured, 
but because liberalism takes 
away any power their role 
mig"ht have given them. Every
one has open slather. No one 
much listens, and words lose 
their political force. But in the 
Second and Third Worlds, 
artists and journalists can be 
shot or imprisoned, shops 
closed and traffic brought to a 
halt, for nothing more than an 
illegal leaflet, some words mut
tered in the market or scrawled 
on the walls of a public toilet. 

donesia, as in a number of other de
veloping countries, students are seen 
by all interest groups, including the 
government, as the only social group 
with political licence to break the of
ficial rules, especially in regard to 
the expression of sensitive opinions 
- at least to a specific limit whose 
boundaries are never clear. 

In granting this political licence, 
the government opens up the oppor
tunity for the explosion of heated 
criticism in the public arena bv way 
of the students' megaphones. But a't 

ONe (J)V::~t~"! 
orl~ tJf(f'f:~oNeS/A ! 

other interest groups can go, but it 
can also make the licence holders 
forget who they really are. And that 
can be a danger. 

In New Order Indonesia, the stu
dents' political licence carries 
greater weight than in earlier peri
ods. Tragically, this occurs because of 
the total disarrav of other social 
forces, such as 'political parties, 
labour unions, the press, the judicial 
system, parliament and mass organi
sations. As Max Lane has remal:ked, 
student activism is an important 

channel for political aspira
tions from below, because 
other channels are blocked. As 
such, it could be expected that 
with the restoration of civic in-

,,~VAa~ : : oNe I.-A 1NDON'G~OS,A~oHt>IMI: 

stitutions, the political role of 
the student groups would 
again decline. 

Sacred history 

'o~e voIce: AG RE E ne sia .... 

This 'sacred' role of the in
tellectuals finds an ideal ex
pression in students as a social 
group. Their youth gives them 
an air of innocence. Their posi
tion outside the world of work, 
political parties or state bureau
cracies makes them appear free 

Students are thr only social group with licence to 
break the official rules. JAKAR1:~ POST 

Why is it then that in this situa
tior). it is the students who have 
become 'the extension of the 
people's tongue', to use 
Sukarno's famous phrase, and 
not other groups? The answer 
is implied in the above com
ments on the mythologies sur
rounding intellectuals in gen
eral and students in particular. 
But they are given added 
weight by the New Order's own 
historical narrative, that is, the 

of considerations of material gain. 
Their educational experience and 
their high-sounding pronounce
ments make them look intelligent. 
They serm to be very courageous in 
pursuit of public interests because 
they are reported in the press as suf
fering the consequences of opposi
tion to the violence of the state 
machinery. 

Thus the identity of the student 
movement is the pr()duct of particu
lar configurations that are dominant 
in the society of which it forms a 
part. It is not explainable as the ex
pression of a universal tendency on 
the part of youth to rebel, or of intel
lectuals to pursue truth. Likewise it is 
not just the self~indulgence of a mi
nority group. The power accruing to 
a student movement comes from 
outside itself, from all the discursive 
sYstems which are qualitative Iv domi
l~ant in a particular period. ' 

Political licence 
These discursive systems I am refer
ring to are both' formed by, and 
form, material interests. As such, the 
imaginings that lie behind them are 
the subject of contestation. In In-

the same time, it effectively limits op
position to an open platform where 
it can be controlled and if necessary 
occasionally crushed. v\11en the li
cence is revoked, it is usually not the 
oppression of human rights, but the 
oppression of the particular rights of 
young intellectuals that is the cause 
for alarm. 

For the students' part, the li
cence is accepted and exploited, but 
at a high price. It only operates as 
long as the movement remains with
in apolitical limits, and it functions 
to isolate student activists from the 
society around them. In some public 
demonstrations, students actually 
fence themselves off with raffia 
twine, and prevent intervention or 
infiltration from outside interest 
groups. When this happens the 
demonstration may become a specta
cle for the public whose rights are 
being abused. A kind of carnival. 

In a society like Indonesia, stu
dents are clearly not the most intelli
gent, courageous or oppressed social 
group. But they are often treated as 
though they are all three, both to 
their benefit and their detriment. It 
gives them a licence to go where no 

narrative of its own birth. 
In the sacred history of the rise 

of the New Order, the student move
ment occupies a prominent position. 
And for good reason. Arief Budi
man, one of the student leaders of 
that time, has pointed out that with
out the role of the students, the story 
of the rise of the New Order would 
appear to be the story of a military 
coup against the authority of Guided 
Democracy. The appearance of the 
students in the front row at the time 
was the legitimising factor in a crisis 
of succession. 

Again, the important point is not 
what actually took place during 
those years, but the way in which the 
history of the time has been replicat
ed in a variety of genres and versions 
with the same few constant 
emphases. 

This brings us to the most bitter 
of ironies. That is, that the same 
army leadership that sponsored the 
most dramatic student movement in 
the history of the Indonesian Repub
lic was later to oversee the most dras
tic suppression of an oflicial inde
pendent student movement Indone
sia has ever witnessed. 

In the end, all student political activism is symbolic. 
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Radical 
The official New Order history of 
the great moral courage of the' stu
dent moyement lulled many student 
activists during the first two decades 
of its rule. It was not until around 
1989, with the rise of a new period of 
student radicalism, that there was a 
widespread rejection of this story of 
a heroic past. Beginning at this time, 
the student movement came to be 
characterised bv a new intellectual 
and political ma'turity, the product of 
the 'discussion groups' of the mid-
1980s, and part of the broadly based 
response to theories of dependency, 
neo-marxian structuralism, Islamic 
modernism and feminism of the 
period. 

Its bases began to spread beyond 
Jakarta into the provinces, with Yo
gyakarta becoming one of its most 
important centres. It began to move 
outside the prestigious state universi
ties and government sanctioned 
campus institutes, into a range of pri
vate institutions. And students began 
to shift from partnerships with their 
patrons in the military and civilian 
bureaucracies to cooperation with 
farmers, industrial workers, petty 
traders and women's groups. 

These changes have made the 
student movement of the 1990s both 
more 'leftist' (in the sense of identi
fying with the weakest groups) and 
'radical' (in the sense of identifying 
with the most basic causes of a situa
tion). At the same time, the move
ment is facing new challenges. 

One of the 'internal' difficulties 
that confronts the student move
ment is the strategic dilemma and/ 
or divisions within the movement 
over what is termed reflective intel
lectualism versus confrontative ac
tion, or the cultural, as opposed to 
political approach. Many activists are 
tempted to reject the reflective intel
lectual and cultural approach, not 
out of any reasons of principle, but 
because of a range of specific events 
and their own historical experiences. 

Stop thinking! 
The most important, though not the 
only, factor driving this situation is 
the shifting ground of opposition 
produced by the government's own 
discourse. The government demonis
es political activism, so the students 
glorify it. The government prohibits 
students from engaging in 'practical 
politics', so the students ridicule in
tellectual discussion with cries like 
'Stop thinking! Act!'. 

The result is that the students 
come to agree with the government, 
that violence and confrontation are 
the most 'real' ways of entering into 
conflict and resolving problems. Vio
lence is justified by the government 
as a way of overcoming threats to 

'order and security'. Courage in the 
face of this violence comes to be 
seen as the most important creden
tial for the student activist. 

This attitude on the part of ac
tivists needs to be set against other 
ways of understanding 'political ac
tion', expressed through forms of 
opposition or resistance outside of 
Java, outside Indonesia, or in the In
donesia of several decades ago. ""hat 
the students refer to as 'action' 
doesn't mean attacks on the presi
dential palace, the headquarters of 
the armed forces, the cabinet or 
parliament. 

It has nothing to do with acts of 
terror, hijacking, or the taking of po
litical hostages. Or armed under
ground resistance movements. What 
it consists of is demonstrating, circu
lating petitions, making speeches 
and engaging in dialogue with gov
ernment officials in the parliament. 
Only verv rarely has it extended to 
occ~pati~ns, hostage taking and the 
burning of buildings on university 
campuses. 

My point here is not to trivialise 
the student movement's concept of 
'political action'. But it needs to be 
acknowledged that this type of ac
tion cannot be separated from, let 
alone brought into confrontation 
with, the 'cultural' radicalism that 
the movement's leaders often de
ride. The impact of political action 
on the part of the students cannot be 
measured in its abilitv to threaten 
the political order of I~donesia. It is 
given its political impact by the cul
tural system which operates at the 
time. In the end, all student political 
activism is symbolic, as we have seen 
in extreme form in the self
immolation of student activists in 
Thailand or Korea. 

Cultural politics 
The student movement in contem
porarv Indonesia has vet to max
imise 'the power of cultural radical
ism, because it has no taste for cul-

tural politics. This in turn is the re
sult of at least two factors. The first is 
the conservative understanding of 
culture and cultural analysis that has 
been central to the system of state 
education in Indonesia since colo
nial times. The second is the antago
nistic view of culture in the leftist 
paradigms of the 1970s and 80s. In 
short, all our society knows about 
culture is limited to what aristocrat
ic/feudal and bourgeois/ modern 
ideology understands of the term. 

The strength of the intellectual 
and cultural approach doesn't have 
any universal claims to effectiveness 
in the process of cultural change. 
But there are two reasons why it 
needs to be confronted here. The 
first is that it is inadequately under
stood, and therefore under-valued 
and under-exploited. The second, to 
return to the beginning of this dis
cussion, is that the politics of the stu
dent movement are related to the 
cultural politics of its context. 

Its strength lies primarily in the 
traditional values concerning intel
lectualism. Students (from those 
most faithfully reproducing the New 
Order's technocratic development 
values to those most radicallv resist
ing them) are social actors ,~ho are 
given special opportunities to spend 
years struggling with information, 
theory and analvsis. The best or 
worst' contributio{1 they can be ex
pected to make to the process of so
cial change clearly doesn't lie in their 
physical strength, courage of stamina 
in the face of attacks by riot police, 
intelligence agents or officials of the 
justice system who are just 'carrying 
out their duty' and who are indeed 
expected to 'stop thinking'. • 
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