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The phenomenal· growth of the so-called urban middle classes. in many 
Asian societies, following the sustained capitalist industrialization of the last 
quarter of the twentieth century, has been well documented. Beyond that 
general observation, however, we have a sea of unresolved debates about the 
new phenomenon. including the precise nature of the so-called middle 
classes, ways of studying them, and their qualitative significance to 'democ
ratization' (itself no less popular and no less problematic). Cognizant of the 
complexity of the subject matter, this chapter focuses on a fairly narrow 
topic and scope. The bulk of it is devoted to two empirical cases where 
middle class politics, in particular economic and socio-cultural settings in 
industrializing Indonesia, made a significant contribution to the develop
ment of broad challenges to the New Order authoritarian regime (1966--98). 
Comparisons with the situation of neighbouring Malaysia will be offered 
from time to time to sharpen the issues. 

Two main arguments will frame the ensuing discussion. Firstly, under 
certain circumstances middle class public intellectuals in post-colonies can 
take the most active role in the process of democratization, though by no 
means are they consistently or universally important agents of history. The 
specific circumstances for this active role can be described as social insta
bility in the post-colony during the early stages of a sustained and expansive 
capitalist industrialization. These changes are significant in that they under
mine the familiar ways of doing things, but they are not extensive and 
powerful enough to establish a new social order. Some features of capitalist 
industrial production and consumption are dominant, but they do not 
occupy a hegemonic position in moral, cultural or ideological spheres. It is 
neither possible nor necessary to characterize the political traits and ideo
logical orientation of the middle classes in a static, sweeping, monolithic or 
deterministic formulation. Various segments within the middle classes, with 
diverse and changing attitudes, respond differently to the plural processes of 
democratization (Koo 1991: 486, 495, 499) that are also inherently contra
dictory (Goldfarb 1998: 6-8). 

Secondly, in view of the arguments above, it is worthwhile examining in 
detail the dynamics of middle class cultural politics at a micro level. without 
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losing sight of the greater (national and global) structures that enable and 
impose certain limits on the possibilities of this social dynamics. This 
chapter will not present the big picture of the capitalist industrializations of 
Indonesia and Malaysia. or show how they affect the lives of people under 
disclission. SlIch a broad picture has been well documented by others,1 and 
will remain in the background of the two events in Indonesia to be discussed 
below. The ensuing discussion will focus on structures and agents at a micro 
level in order to offer the argument that a democratic transition in post
colonies is elTectivc when democratization-friendly consciousness, ideas, 
practices and institutions have already found fertile ground in various forms, 
including in offices, schools, families, or social organizations. As Wright 
notes, some of the most systematic theories on social classes, such as those 
dcveloped by Marxists, have been built upon 'highly abstract macro-struc
tural concept[s]' (Wright 1989: 275-6). There is a need to examine the 
dialectics between 'the ways in which macro-structural contexts constrain 
micro-level processes, and the ways in which the micro-level choices and 
strategies of individuals can effect macro-structural arrangements' (Wright 
1989: 276). 

The question of the middle classes 

The problematic terms 'middle classes' and 'intellectuals' are interchangeable 
in the public discourse of the societies under discussion. This and the 
!'ollowing sections will be devoted to discussing some of the problems with 
these terms and understanding why in Indonesia and Malaysia these prQb
lems are often misrecognized and the terms interchangeable. 

Opposing but equally problematic views have been dominant in the 
studies of middle classes in Southeast Asia. Some hold the view that the 
middle classes in these societies are or should be morally superior and neces
sarily progressive. Others dismiss them as essentially conservative and 
hopelessly opportunistic. A detailed review of the Indonesian and 
Malaysian middle classes is proper here, but beyond the urgency of the 
present chapter.2 For the case at hand it is necessary to mention certain 
common drawbacks in the discussions of the Indonesian middle classes. 

First, there has been a strong assumption that the middle classes consti
tute objective and empirical entities that exist independently of the 
theoretical constructions of the observers (Crouch 1985; Mackie 1990; 
Robison 1986). Quantitative measurements of their size, their wealth and 
properties, levels of education, or their mobility give some appearance of 
their tangible existence. Sometimes empirical descriptions of their lifestyles 
are presented in great detail (Dick 1985; Oetomo 1989). While such figures 
and descriptions make interesting reading, they contribute little to under
standing the nature of the middle classes. At worst, they mislead us by 
equating particular individuals, groups, social institutions, activities, or 
lifestyles, brands of consumer goods, and cultural tastes with qualities of 
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middle class-ness in an essentialist and ahistorical manner. Like other 
classes, middle classes are in the final analysis an arguable conceptual 
construct, referring to a non-tangible entity: an element of a social structure. 

Other commentators, tired of the difficulty of reaching a minimally 
agreed definition of the middle classes, decide to throw out the whole 
concept, or to declare that no 'genuine' middle classes exist in Indonesia. 
Anti-communism, which swept the region during the Cold War, has been 
responsible for the poverty of class analyses in Indonesian and Malaysian 
studies today. In part the situation is also the result of the dominance of 
empiricism with a heavy dose of the social sciences developed in the USA in 
the post-war years. 

The second set of major drawbacks in the literature on Indonesian 
middle 'classes derives from the fact that until quite recently there has been a 
widely accepted but problematic notion of 'middle class' in the singular. The 
works of Erik Olin Wright (1987, 1989) and others (e.g. Abercrombie and 
Urry 1983) helped scholars to recognize the importance of recognizing the 
concept in the plural: middle classes. This is not only a matter of numbers, 
size or variation. Middle classes consist not only of different but also 
contradictory elements. There can be progressive middle classes as well as 
very conservative, opportunistic Of apathetic ones in the same nation-state 
for various rcasons that arc historically specific. To further complicate 
matters, each segment of these classes may give different political responses 
at different moments in the complex dynamics of democratization. 
Democratization can be as plural as the middle classes (Koo 1991: 486). 

The pluralist notion of contradictory middle classes is especially helpful 
for discussions on Indonesia and Malaysia. where an industrial capitalism 
that has polarized classes into sharper relief has also been complicated by 
other social divisions on the basis of ethnic and religious differences, that in 
turn have erupted in protracted conflicts in several islands in Indonesia since 
the late 1990s (see Bertrand 2001). Understandably, the significance of the 
multiple identities is closely examined in all the chapters of this book. In 
contrast to the overly romantic popular myths about the selfless, truth
seeking and democratically-inclined middle classes in public discourses, 
scholarly discussions (especially among foreign specialists) on the 
Indonesian middle classes have been predominantly discouraging or 
disparaging. However, this has not always been presented in a disapproving 
manner.3 This dominant view has been commonly shared by a wide range of 
scholars who may strongly disagree with each other on other issues. At one 
extreme is William Liddle, the anti-Marxian and American liberal-pluralist 
political scientist who admired the achievements of Suharto's militarist New 
Order, and believed as did the regime that the middle classes were quite 
happy to support it (see Liddle 1990). At the other extreme is Richard 
Robison, Australian political-economist and one of the first scholars to 
attempt a Marxian analysis of the New Order's capitalist industrialization. 
Until recently (Robison 1996: 84-8), he has been very dismissive in his 
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assessments ,of the political orientation of the Indonesian middle classes 
(Robison 1986, 1990). 

At least three problematic reasons are commonly presented to dismiss the 
significance of middle class politics. Some argue that the middle classes are 
too small in number to be able to affect any major social change (as if world 
history suggests that social changes hinge on numerical difference). They 
also point out that the Indonesian middle classes are too dependent on state 
patronage, opportunistic and selfish (as if historical changes have always 
been led by virtuous heroes, and other social classes, including Western 
middle classes, are selfless). In addition, they note that Indonesia's industri
alization does not mimic Europe's experience (as if it should). Finally, 
equating or comparing contemporary Asian middle classes with the emer
gent bourgeoisie of Europe in the early period of industrialization, some 
observers declare the Indonesian middle classes to be politically hopeless 
because the business class under the New Order was predominantly of 
Chinese descent and therefore pariah. Largely uninterested in or uninfonned 
of cultural politics, these observers disregard the politics of student move
ments and public intellectuals who constitute a numerically insignificant 
group. 

In what follows, my reference to middle classes is consciously responsive 
to the dominant views outlined above. While admitting that no term such as 
'middle classes' can possibly represent a tangible, clearly-bounded and 
unchanging entity, I contend that the use of the tenn is provisionally defen
sible. It is both a popular term that has significance in the societies under 
study and a useful social scientific construct, derived (however imperfectly) 
from empirically observable practices and embodiments of social structures. 
The concept accommodates plural identities and practices, some more 
progressive than others, that change and oscillate with time, as shown in 
Chapters 6 and 7. What all variants of the middle classes share in common 
(without which they cannot be designated as middle classes at all) are their 
orientation towards any combination of these: urban residence; modem 
occupations and education; and cultural tastes, which manifest most vividly, 
but not exclusively, in consumer lifestyles. Economically, these people 
occupy positions distinct from those that roughly fit the general conception 
of the working classes, as well as those who extract the greatest advantage in 
the existing social order by virtue of their enormous economic or bureau
cratic power.4 While the economic dimension is important, as Joel Kahn 
(1996b) insightfully reminds us, it is insufficient as the sole measure of the 
qualities of the middle classes, especially its more politically active 
elements.5 

The majority of journalists. university students and lecturers, artists, 
lawyers, non-governmental organization (NGO) activists and many others in 
contemporary Indonesia and Malaysia have been frequently identified as 
middle -classes. The reference to the temporal and spatial specificities is 
crucial as we do not want to relate class positions in an ahistorical and 

, 
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abstract manner. The same social groups have also become the central, if 
not near monopolistic, referents of the term 'intellectuals' for reasons that I 
will discuss further in the next section. Economically, post-colonial journal
ists and academics may occupy a set of positions not very different from 
other salaried professionals, including mid-ranking state officials and mid
ranking military officers. Culturally and politically, however, there is an 
important difference between the two groups of middle classes. Journalists, 
academics or artists work mainly in the production of authorized symbols 
(words and images). They are expected or assumed to work with some 
degree of autonomy, innovation, integrity, creativity and occasionally 
subversion. Because of these expectations, they distinguish themselves (and 
are distinguished by others) from military officers, state officials or profes
sionals in commerce, for whom other qualities are more commonly expected 
or claimed. 

Thus, the notion of 'middle classes' in this chapter is more than an 
economic category. This chapter focuses on specific segments within the 
middle classes who dominate the production of intellectual and cultural 
works, and dominate the position of being public 'intellectuals'. Both 
'middle classes' and 'intellectuals' in the ensuing discussion are better under
stood as discursive, ideological and mythical concepts, rather than being 
purely empirical descriptions of some biologically existing individuals with 
specific names, professions, consumption patterns or institutional affilia
tions. The next section will elaborate on the economic as well as cultural 
elements of this ideological construct. Different social classes are in a way 
comparable to the names of colours. Colours exist in the real world and in 
the minds of their observers, but their differences are not as clear-cut as 
what their observers see and name. Like other important concepts, the term 
middle classes is both the product and producer of the various social identi
ties, institutions and practices that they purport to describe. 

Post-colonial public intellectuals 

In contrast to many Western scholars' dismissal of the Indonesian or 
Malaysian middle classes, for better or worse most societies outside the 
bourgeois-hegemonic and liberal-democratic societies of the capitalist 'West' 
tend to accord considerable moral authority to middle class "intellectuals'. 
Indonesia and Malaysia are no exception. The basis of these intellectuals' 
authority varies from the religious and artistic to the secular scientific 
domains. In contemporary Indonesia and Malaysia some of them arc 
involved in journalism, academia, the arts or religious leadership. 

Admittedly, the above is a broad generalization. Respect for and myths 
about high intellectualism in the capitalist industrialized West vary signifi
cantly, with France at one extreme where intellectuals enjoy a relatively high 
stature for their elitist abstract philosophy. In Britain and the USA on the 
other hand the populist intellectualism is more prominent (Goldfarb 1998: 
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8). Likewise there seems to be a stronger- myth of and a stronger pressure for 
intellectual activism in contemporary Indonesia than Malaysia - as noted 
also in Chapter 5 - for reasons that need not detain us here.6 The degree of 
state officials' suspicion of intellectuals and the intellectuals' (self-)respect 
varies among Asian countries, capitalist and socialist alike. Even within a 
single nation-state, the status of intellectuals is never static. Not all 
academics, lawyers, artists or journalists have gained equal public recogni
tion as 'intellectuals' because of their different 'performances'. 
Notwithstanding these variations, it is useful to make the broad generaliza
tion above for reasons that shall soon be evident. 

Unlike members of the ruling bloc, intellectuals must maintain some 
distance - at least in public appearance - from the most powerful and 
wealthy social groups in their societies. The degree of their credibility and 
authority depends on some meaningful detachment from activities that 
appear to primarily generate material and non-material rewards. This public 
persona is precisely what distinguishes them from the state bureaucrat or 
emergent business class whose wealth or income may not be significantly 
different. However, this distance from the politically and economically most 
powerful is never total or extreme. Intellectuals often enjoy a comfortable 
life and protection, provided either directly by the most powerful and 
wealthiest in society, or indirectly by the social order that delivers privileges 
to them. 

Like everyone else, intellectuals in post-colonies are not necessarily wary 
of gaining wealth and power. What distinguishes them from the rest is the 
necessity of a general claim and the recognition of their commitment to the 
pursuance of truth, justice, ethics or beauty above all else. Such commit
ments should appear to stand firm against compromises for self-interest and 
worldly material rewards. Thus, there is always an inhereni need to deny 
their privileged status, self-interest or desire for recognition, and occasion
ally misrecognition of their secret desire for power and wealth. 

Unlike the subaltern, post-colonial intellectuals do not sell their manual 
labour in order to survive. They do not have to work .on a permanent basis 
in the most dangerous, dirty and difficult working environments out of the 
dull compUlsion to survive. Some of them do so voluntarily, and for this 
they usually reap public awe, special recognition and considerable respect, if 
not handsome material rewards. This is not to suggest that everything they 
do is consciously self-serving. Rather, to work effectively, middle class 
activists have to operate in public; their heroic voluntarism often attracts 
public admiration, if not more. Hence the phrase 'public intellectuals'. If 
this activism proves to be too difficult, the activists can always decide to 'go 
home' to their comfortable and middle class living conditions (see Chapter . 
5). Despite being distinct from the subaltern, intellectuals must appear to 
identify themselves with the latter. They are subalternists, not subalterns.7 

Two ironies are commonly inherent in post-colonial subject positions 
such as those in Indonesia and Malaysia. First, intellectuals gain their 
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authority by virtue of the difficulties they endure from the repressive 
measures of the governments towards attempts to undermine such 
authority. As many Indonesians have come to learn, government bans often 
promote rather than suppress the circulation and sale of literary, artistic or 
journalistic works and the fame of those who produce them. The extraordi
nary stature of the novelist Pramoedya Ananta Toer is to some important 
degree attributable to the enormous perseverance of the novelist during the 
seemingly endless repression meted out against him by successive regimes in 
Indonesia. Fully cognizant of this, the Malaysian government decided not to 
ban the novel Shit by the national laureate Shannon Ahmad. though it was a 
satirical attack on Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad (sec Chen 1999: 
Krishnan 1999; Chapter 7). Detention in police custody often generates 
respect and boosts the credentials of young activists among Indonesian 
students.8 

The second irony is that intellectuals function to undermine and chal
lenge the status quo that gives them their privileged status and authority. 
While dogs do not bite the hand that feeds them, as the aphorism goes, intel
lectuals in post-colonies arc expected to do so. At the least. they have to 
claim or pretend to want to bite hard enough. Whether or not individual 
intellectuals do, and when they do so, is open to debate. As such, the privi
leged position of post-colonial intellectuals is not recognizable simply in 
structural politico-economic analysis. Their significance has also been 
consistently noted and mystified in the public memory and official narra
tives. 

The responses to major events in Indonesia and Malaysia towards the 
turn of the millennium are a case in point. When Malaysia's Deputy Prime 
Minister Anwar Ibrahim was stripped of his power in September 1998, 
many observers wondered whether events in Malaysia would follow the 
example of Indonesia and lead to the fall of another long-serving head of 
state, Mahathir. Although the answers were different, many subscribed to 
the familiar logic of economic determinism, arguing that Malaysia's ability 
to survive the post-1997 economic difficulties helped stabilize the nation, 
protect the status quo, and undermine populist attempts to challenge the 
Prime Minister. Many predicted that the middle classes in Kuala Lumpur 
would not risk losing the benefits that the status quo offered, regardless of 
how angry they felt with the incumbent government or how sympathetic 
they were to Anwar. In more or less the same period, Indonesian student 
movements were widely celebrated for being partially responsible for the 
political shake-up that led to the historic resignation of President Suharto, 
the longest-reigning head of an authoritarian capitalist state. Curiously, 
however, there has been no systematic attempt to explain what drove or 
empowered these audacious young urbanites. In fact, in the preceding years, 
student activists had heen similarly and consistently dismissed in main
stream analyses of Indonesian politics. 
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The histories of both societies have been mOre complex and colourful than 
dominant views suggest. For several months in late 1998, thousands of 
Malaysians took to the streets in confrontation with state security forces. 
However, they did not do so at all costs or for the long-term. After they 
withdrew from street confrontation in early 1999, it was far from clear 
whether they had given up such political activism altogether, became 
apathetic, or justified the status quo. Economic conditions were a crucial 
factor in all this, but by themselves they cannot explain many things. What 
this chapter attempts to do is to see how the experience of being in partic
ular economic conditions has been perceived, mediated, complicated and 
interjected by other social forces among Malaysian and Indonesian middle 
class professionals in the 1990s. 

In another incident, Professor Chandra Muzaffar, indisputably one of 
Malaysia's most eminent intellectual-cum-activists, lost his position at the 
oldest university in the country, the University of Malaya, at the end of his 
annual contract on 28 February 1999. Chandra argued, and most observers 
believed, that the real reasons for the University's decision were political.9 

Chandra had been a prominent critic of the Mahathir government for years, 
especially during the tumultuous months following Anwar's detention. 
Many of tny interviewees in late February 1999 noted that Chandra took his 
position at the University of Malaya as part of what appeared to be broader 
collaborative projects with Anwar, Mahathir's then heir-apparent. When 
Anwar was detained, his wife Dr Wan Azizah Wan Ismail institutionalized the 
passionate mass-based support for him by establishing a non
governmental organization called The Social Justice Movement, better know,n 
as ADIL, on 19 December 1998. Chandra was appointed Vice President. 

A couple of weeks following Chandra's dismissal, University of Malaya 
authorities cancelled a forum that was to be held in its grounds and orga
nized by some politically conscious intellectuals in conjunction with the 
annual general assembly of the Malaysian Social Science Association 
(MASSA). The forum was meant to discuss 'Contemporary Challenges to 
Malaysian Intellectuals'. Chandra was one of the four invited speakers. 
MASSA criticized the cancellation and rescued the aborted discussion under 
'other matters' on its agenda (see Mandai 1999a; Zain 1999). Attendees 
expressed shared concern about the general acquiescence of the country's 
intellectual communities in the face of blatant injustices. Chandra reportedly 
asked the questions that many had themselves raised: 'Why have there been 
no reactions? ... Why did academics not stop teaching as a protest? Why did 
politicians not resign? Why were judges lip-tied?' (Zain 1999).10 

These questions are morally sound and perfectly legitimate in the imme
diate context of their articulation. In this chapter, however, they pose a more 
problematic challenge for critical social analysis. Why should academics, 
politicians or judges give up their positions for justice and truth in today's 
Malaysia or anywhere else? Even if they take action, what difference will it 
make? Implicit in Chandra's questions is the assumption that a different 
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present) Dr O\-erseas.. Ii: This is the kind of assumption. SO perva!>iYe in 
MaJaysia and Indonesia, whose history and trajectory I wish to examine. 

The real and perceived importance of the cultural politics of middle class 
intellectuals in the non-capitalist West has been attested to by the serious 
efforts of ruling regimes, both to seek legitimacy from such intellectuals, and 
to repress them when all efforts to obtain their support seem to fail. 
Significantly, in the first few months of 1999, United Malays National 
Organization (UMNO), the key member of the ruling coalition in Malaysia, 
launched a new set of desperate propaganda measures targeting the literati 
in ways reminiscent of the New Order. Through the tightly controlled mass 
media, Malaysian state officials regularly inflicted fear on the public by 
propagating the idea that school teachers were conducting the treacherous 
act of sowing hatred of the government among their students. University 
freshmen from 1999 were required to attend a series of state propaganda 
sessions, reminiscent of the Paneasila (the New Order's state ideology) 
campaign in the 1980& Although freedom of speech h_as been systematically 
impaired in most societies across -the globe, outside the capitalist West it is 
significant that we see many cases of the prosecution (and persecution) of 
fiction writers. prisoners of conscience, the banning and burning of books 
as well as the prosecution and torture of citizens whose crimes have been to 
produce texts and images. 

The contrast between intellectuals in the bourgeois-hegemonic and 
liberal-democratic 'West' and those in post-colonies as suggested above may 
be too crude and simplistic. One reason for making such a comparison is to 
provide the necessary background for the events that I will discllss in the 
following sections. Another reason, paradoxically, is my intention to show in 
the ensuing sections that such a contrast has been insidiously but consis
tently blurred, though it has not totally disappeared. 

The two incidents in 1994 to be analyzed below indicate that Indonesia's 
sustained capitalist development under a conducive global environment 
eroded the old myths about the sage-like professionals in the production of 
truth and justice. Middle class intellectuals depend less and less on the long 
established persona of intellectual selflessness. Increasingly they are inclined 
to secure their interests in a more modern - at times secular, at others reli
gious - and institutionalized mechanism. These new agendas and demands 
are not necessarily of their free choice. Instead they have been prompted by 
the new constelJation of market opportunities. However, this does not mean 
that a rational and economic calculation of cost and benefit rules every
thing. The hardening of this capitalist consciousness is relatively new in 
Indonesia and Malaysia. Confusion, disorientation, inconsistency, denial, 
indecisiveness and ambiguity conflate and compete with old promises of 
modernity, new confidence and ambition. Together they mark the politics of 
the contemporary middle classes. 

Two conflicts in 1994 captured the Indonesian public's imagination. In 

I 
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retrospect, it is now fairly easy to argue that these two events were preludes 
to the turbulence that rampaged through the country before the dramatic 
end of Suharto's rule on 21 May 1998. They also directly bring US back to . 
some of the questions raised in Malaysia following the termination of 
Chandra Muzaffar's employment. In one of these incidents, an internal 
conflict split the acclaimed private institution Satya Wacana Christian. 
University (hereafter SWCU). In what appears to have been a separate inci
dent, there were unprecedented nation-wide protests across the archipelago 
in response to the New Order Government's decision to revoke the licences 
of the three Jakarta-based weeklies TEMPO, Editor, and Di!TIK. 

Satya Wacana: the irony of success 

Located in the small town of Salatiga in the mountainous heart of Central 
Java, SWCU began its history as a modest and little-known institution. It 
was established in 1956 as a training college to supply secondary school 
teachers to the Christian schools that mushroomed throughout the 
archipelago. Until 1970, campus life was highly communal and its existence 
was barely noticed by the largely Muslim population of Indonesia. In the' 
subsequent two decades, this small and self-contented university grew far' 
beyond the imagination of its founding members. This development took, 
place in the context of the broader politico-economic developments in the 
country under the New Order military dictatorship as well as the expansion 
of global capitalism during the Cold War. 12 

In the 1970s, the development of the campus infrastructure and admirlis
tration was breathtaking, thanks to the support of various foreign and 
mainly Christian funding agencies. The University library was reportedly 
one of the best in the country. In the I 980s, the University was recognized as 
one of Indonesia's most respected and top-ranking tertiary institutions. This 
attracted some of the country's outstanding academics and best-qualified 
students, both of whom in turn helped boost the University's achievements. ' 
Interaction with overseas institutions of higher education increased tremen- ) 
dously, generating a vital campus life in the arts and social sciences. In the I 

mid- I 980s, SWCU was the first of some 300-odd private universities in\ 
Indonesia to be granted a licence to run an accredited post-graduate 
programme. 

As SWCU developed rapidly, there were inevitable negative consequences. , 
Admission became increasingly competitive, and the fees unaffordable to the 
majority of high school graduates13 Apart from its academic excellence, 
SWCU was also remarkable during this period for another reason. With 
great pride, it often claimed to be a model in miniature of Indonesia's multi
culturalism. In an attempt to sustain its historic roots with supporting 
churches across the archipelago, the administration implemented a quota , I 

system to accommodate a good portion of the students that the regional 
churches sponsored across the archipelago, occasionally compromising on 
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academic merit. The affirmative-action policy was well justified given the 
need to rectify the unbalanced state-led industrialization, favouring Java 
(home of the largest proportion of the population) over other islands, of 
which many constituted the biggest sources of state revenue from natural 
resources. A special tuition programme was set up to assist academically 
inadequate students from disadvantaged regions to be on a par with their 
schoolmates who represented the most qualified candidates from the major 
and rapidly industrializing cities of Java. 

As a result, SWCU became one of the most ethnically and linguistically 
diverse campuses in the country. It was onc of the rare campuses where the 
national language, Indonesian, rather than one of the several regional 
languages and mother tongues, was the main language of daily conversa
tion. Although located in Java, ethnic Javanese students never reached half 
of SWCU's total student population. Unlike the situation in several expen
sive private and Christian colleges, the number of students of Chinese 
descent was always below the Javanese. I' 

Admittedly, most of the time SWCU's multiculturalism was understood 
in colonial terms, characterized by an exoticization of ethnic diversity. What 
escaped the observation of many was that the institution became a minia
ture Indonesia in more than a superficial and exoticized fashion. It was also 
a miniature of Indonesia in other more dangerous senses - culturally, politi
cally and economically. Despite some resistance from within, the University 
was subjected to various pressures from both the notoriously interventionist 
and repressive state apparatus, as well as the economic pragmatism of the 
unprecedented expansion of industrial capitalism. The levels of such inter
ventionist pressures and the University's resistance to them varied over time. 
The end result was less ambiguous - the University became increasingly less 
autonomous as it grew bigger and became incorporated deeper into the 
management of the militarist New Order regime and the industrial cultures 
of the economic boom in the 1980s and 1990s. 

The University became more elitist than it may have wished. The size of 
its bureaucracy expanded to the hilt and social relations became far more 
institutionalized, professionalized and globalized than its administration 
was able to manage. All of these factors led to a fatal conflict in the mid
I 990s, ironically as an inevitable consequence of the University's success and 
excessive growth. The conflict had no precedent in kind or scale in the 
nation's history. 

In short, the SWCU conflict suggests the case of the inability (perhaps 
impossibility) of a relatively simple and old administrative establishment to 
respond to the rapid growth of its own institution. In calendrical terms, the 
administrative establishment was not that old. It had been in existence for 
only about half a century. Nonetheless, functionally it aged rapidly in a very 
short span of time. When the SWCU administration tried to respond to 
these changes and regain control, old assumptions and devices still over
shadowed their endeavours. I5 These proved not only ineffective but 
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counter-productive. Not only was this seemingly local conflict embedded in 
broader social contradictions, I would argue that it was also a prelude to 
what rampaged through Indonesia after the 1997 economic crisis and the 
end of Suharto's authoritarianism in 1998. 

The official impetus for the SWCU dispute was the election of a new 
University president. In what may have appeared to be profoundly 'demo
cratic' procedures, the University president Gust like most heads of 
departments and deans) in this private institution had traditionally been 
elected, allowing all members of the academic community, including the 
clerical staff, to have a say. 'Communitarian' is perhaps a better term than 
'democratic' to characterize the tradition. Until 1993, such elections did not 
involve competition. There had always been only one popular and highly 
respected nominee. Thus the electoral system had been well established in 
the norms and practices of the academic community. 

For the first time in the University's history the elections in 1993 involved 
two very different candidates. 16 Both the electoral process and the results 
generated serious disagreements. The losing party argued that the existing 
rules were outdated and required amendments. Unfortunately, such a 
demand was made only after the defeat was evident. In fact this party lost 
again in the second round of elections after amendments were made to the 
electoral procedures. Nonetheless, the Board of Trustees decided to retain 
and appoint the defeated nominee. This angered the majority of representa
tives and voters who accused the defeated party of having betrayed the 
established convention. All of these, however, were only a fragment of the 
larger and long-standing antagonism between two internal groups that had 
lasted for at least ten years. 

The University's anniversary had always been the most important occa
sion for the academic community. In 1993, the anniversary celebration 
coincided with the inauguration of the new University president. All the 
deans of faculties but for one (the Faculty of Economics) boycotted the 
assembly. Rather than simply abstaining from the ceremony and thereby 
leaving an embarrassing number of empty seats in the long first row of the 
hall, the deans joined the protest of hundreds of students and staff outside. 
This was the first time in the University's history that an academic ceremony 
was heavily guarded by state security forces. Eyewitnesses also claimed to 
have seen well-known professional thugs on the site. These outsiders came 
from the provincial capital of Semarang, whose members and leaders were 
predominantly of the same ethnic group as the incumbent University presi
dent. Henceforth, it was difficult to maintain that street and campus fighting 
between supporters of the two factions involved only members of the insti
tution. In the following year, dissident members of the academic community 
decided to hold a religious service and celebration of the University's 
anniversary back to back with the official ceremony. As expected, the unoffi
cial event attracted more people. Before it finished however, it was raided by 
heavily-built males who appeared to be strangers to the campusP 

-
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Unlike previous conflicts within this or any other campus, criticism and 
counter-criticism of the elections were constantly i'eatured in the mass 
media. Apparently a little out of touch with developments in the wider 
society, the Board found the media coverage unacceptable. In retaliation 
against the popular challenge to its dccision in the prcss.. the Hoard issllcd 
official reprimands and litigation threats to selected faculty members before 
'dishonourably' dismissing Arief Budiman, an intellectual celebrity in the 
hooming media industry.18 Actually, it was only aftcr the arrival of Arier at 
SWCU in 1980 that the institution received regular media attention. 
Interviews with him on current affairs appeared regularly on the front pages 
of major dailies, drawing the nation's attention to SWCu. 

Instead of ending the controversy, the dismissal provoked even greater 
outrage that went well beyond the campus. Most classes across the faculties 
ceased to operate. Far from being deserted, the campus ground was occu
pied by student protesters who built sit-in tents. Protest banners altered the 
physical appearance of the campus. A stage with daily 'performances' of 
protest was set up, on onc occasion using a super-powered sound system. 19 

A good numher of deans and senior faculty members ncver resumed 
teaching. The conflict lasted for more than two years, splitting the 
University community in two, affecting individuals as high in the hierarchy 
as members of the Board down to part-time janitors and students. 

An alliance of many groups of SWCU students and staff called 
Ke/ompok Pro-Demokrasi (Pro-Democracy Group) rejected the appointment 
of the new president and demanded both an apology for Arief's dismissal 
and his reinstatement. They belonged to the group that claimed a total 
victory in the previous elections of the president. On the other side was a 
much smaller circle of staff and students who rallied to defend the appoint
ment of the new president and endorse Arief's dismissal. 

For two years the dispute took place on many fronts: lobbying, formal 
deliberations, petitions, anonymous pamphlets, telephone threats, street 
violence, legal actions, media warfare and street demonstrations. A general 
strike by the majority of students as well as the teaching and administrative 
staff lasted for an uninterrupted period of eight months, paralysing the 
institution before a mass exodus of students and faculty members towards 
the end of 1995. Unfortunately, partially dictated by market forces, only the 
better-qualified teaching staff and students could easily find alternative 
employment or education.20 

What made such a dramatic dispute possible in 1993 was not something 
entirely novel. Rather, the conflict erupted as a result of a host of contradic
tory processes that took place both inside and outside the University. SWCU 
was already polarized in the late 1980s, and this division was both an exten
sion of and a response to developments outside the University. Neither of 
the two main and opposing groups represented exclusively the old Christian 
missions that founded the University, though a group of loyalists to this 
cause occupied a space at the margins. At centre stage there were on the one 
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hand those who considered themselves 'the realists',21 and on the other those 
who considered themselves intellectuals and 'pro-democracy' activists. many 
of whom took leading positions in what became Ke/ompok Pro-Demokrasi. 

Somc of the former conformed while others joined the mainstream of 
capitalist industrial order. There were both strong coercive pressures and 
lucrative invitations from outside bodies for members of the academic 
community to collaborate in various development projects. Many of these 
projccts, likc thc govcrnment itself, ncedcd both the expertise and symbolic 
legitimacy of those in academic circles. Undoubtedly, there was an equally 
strong desire on the part of the academics and administration for lucrative 
rewards from such collaboration, either in material terms or some sort of 
political protection, More and more academic staff became involved in 
commissioned research projects under the auspices of governmental and 
business corporations. both national and foreign. The same activiaes existed 
in other academic institutions. SWCU was unusual in its relative openness to 
this new social transformation and its Protestant spirit of entrepreneurship 
(or the absence of a neo-feudalistic state officialdom that restricted similar 
trends in most slnte universities). 

During roughly the same period, military oflicers, state oflicials, and 
representatives of major corporations were invited to get involved in campus 
life. For instance, they sponsored sports and cultural events or presented 
seminar papers. The local military marching band took part in campus cere
monies. Teaching stafT earned cnonnous extra income over their meagre 
salaries by acting as consultants on various external projects, seriously 

. eroding the old loyalty to the home institution, Students from SO\l1e 
academic disciplines received attractive employment opportunities in 
industry immediately after - some even before - graduation. Prior to the 
1970s, when things were small-scale, simple, localized, inward-looking and 
religiously communal, many of these developments were unimaginable.22 

The University assumed a flamboyant image in the late 1980s. 
Paradoxically, the University became reputable for opposing reasons. 
Indonesia's aggressive capital expansion generated both the new subaltern 
classes in urban industrial sites as well as the emergent subalternism among 
the urban middle classes. Intellectual radicalism and subalternism were 
particularly strong in the 1980s when political repression was at its height 
and dissenting confrontation was by definition suicidal. Initially such dissent 
went underground, but in the 1990s it assumed an increasingly higher 
profile. 

Indonesia's capitalism since the 1980s multiplied the number of industrial 
and labour disputes that found no representation or recourse in the existing 
legal and political system (see Chapters 3 and 4). The frustration, though 
contained, and emerging confidence among the middle classes during this 
period did not differ greatly from developments in Malaysia in the late 1990s 
(see Chapters 5 and 7). Subalternism in Indonesia and Malaysia has a long 
history that is too complex to be discussed here. It suffices to conceptualize 
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them here as the consciousness, discourses and practices of urban and privi
leged intellectuals that inform a self-identification with or representation of 
disadvantaged social groups. 23 SWCU had some of the most prominent 
subaltern activists in the nation, in particular Arief Budiman and George 
Junus Aditjondro24 As such, SWCU gained momentum towards becoming 
politically vital. Its liberal and cosmopolitan outlook as well as its geograph
ical and political distance from the capital city in part prevented the 
co-optation that impeded similar developments on other campuses.25 

Banned books were not only available in SWCU libraries - attracting 
students from other universities - but required reading in some classes. 
Dissidents from various places were invited to give talks or artistic perfor
mances on campus. Labour unionists, pro-independence East Timorese 
activists, feminists, lawyer-cum-activists., and radical environmentalists also 
found sympathetic associates. Some of the pioneering leaders of Indonesia's 
post-I978 student movement studied here. On a number of occasions, the 
provincial and local military apparatus issued hostile warnings to SWCU 
student activists. Some of these students and their lecturers were involved in 
a number of political disputes and trials. 

It is important to pause for a moment and recall the questions that 
Chandra Mnzaffar and his colleagues in Malaysia raised about intellectuals' 
expected subversion and uncompromising activism. What happened in 
Salatiga and later Indonesia was not something 'natural' or 'normal'. It did 
not happen regularly. Rather than questioning why there was a lack of 
moral outrage among Malaysian intellectuals and professionals in early 
1999, we should ask why and how there was such outrage in Salatiga in the 
mid-1990s and Indonesia in the late 1990s. Equally pertinent is the question 
why such a strong wave of popular dissent in Indonesia did not take place in 
the 1980s and early 1990s. We should also ask, under what conditions 
Malaysians would have decided to press for more radical changes. 

Far from being financially poor and politically powerless, subalternist 
intellectuals from SWCU, as elsewhere, were internationally well-connected. 
In fact many of these figures earned morc than moral and political creden
tials for engaging in the risky fight against military dictatorship and crony 
capitalism. They also enjoyed institutional support from various national 
and international networks in the so-called new social movements. Like their 
opponents within the same academic institution, these subalternist intellec
tuals enjoyed privileged conditions that they did not create and that were 
largely inaccessible to the needy who constituted the vast majority of the 
popUlation. These privileges included greater mobility, a more cosmopolitan 
outlook, more external linkages, more career options and less dependence 
on the home institution than members of the academic community before 
the 1970s. Given their fairly new self-confidence and power, and given that 
the basis of their extra income and prestige was not dependent on the 
University's old patronage network, it is not surprising that these academics 
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were more prepared than were their predecessors to attack their employer 
and face the retaliations. 

This situation did not prevail all over the country, though it was not 
unique to SWCu. Such a situation had been rare in Malaysia for a long time 
but was developing rapidly with its own dynamics. There, as in Indonesia, 
moral purity or courage was never a sole and determining factor. For more 
than a generation, Malaysian academics earned better salaries and enjoyed 
better job security, but at the expense of autonomy, as the ruling party and 
its far-reaching affiliates had been the main employer and patron to many of 
them. 

It is not too difficult then to understand why the 1993 election at SWCU 
erupted into a fierce and extended conflict, involving broad and materially 
embedded forces beyond the academy. The candidates in the 1993 elections 
might not have formally or fully represented the interests of the two camps 
described above, but they were obviously sympathetic to one of the 
opposing camps and recognized by most as such.26 Had one of the parties 
been far stronger than the other, the dispute would have been qnickly 
resolved. Perhaps no dissident activity would have taken place at all. That an 
extended and intense battle lasted so long indicated the rise of forces of rela
tively equal strength in the society at large, from which SWCU's opposing 
parties derived some support. The same balance of forces explains the 
protracted conflicts that tore up the nation at the end of the century. 

External forces were involved to various degrees in the SWCU dispute, 
highlighting the broader significance of the incident. Not only did the 
disputing parties take the initiative to file lawsuits against each other. Not 
only did the media industry find a mine of saleable subjects in the controver
sial case, especially when the central figure was Arief. Government 
bureaucrats and the military were most interested in the case, partly because 
it had always been in their general interest to maintain security and 'social 
order', but also because of their long standing antagonism towards many of 
the pro-democracy activists. 

r ntcrcstingly. for reasons that are not fully clear to. me. even the branches 
of the state apparatus were clearly split in their response to the SWCU 
dispute, making it possible for each conflicting party to maintain the partly 
illusory hope of triumph and for the battle to run much longer than anyone 
wishcd.27 Friction within the political elite was quite visible to many 
Indonesians then, but not its ramifications at the provincial and local levels 
or its extent, until the SWCU conflict. Deep divisions within the state appa
ratus .- as weH as the emergence and consolidation of middle class politics in 
the 1990s - were two of several major factors that were responsible for the 
collapse of Suharto's rule. 

That the SWCU affair was not simply an internal institutional matter 
gains further confirmation from the way national politics evolved around 
the dramatic downfall of Suharto and its immediate aftermath. To those 
familiar with the SWCU dispute, what happened in Indonesia around the 
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time of the collapse of the New Order regime was full of parallels, and even 
repetitions on a larger scale. The list of those parallels is long, but some of 
the more striking ones are: (a) the conflict found articulation over a formally 
and narrowly defined issue of succession to executive leadership, though 
what was at stake was much more complex; (b) the prominence of radical 
students' protests with banners, rallies, petitions, art happenings and 
boycotts demanding an end to the status quo (see also Chapter 7): (e) the 
ust.: or selected globally appealing icons and slogans such as democratization 
and reform in those protests (see Chapter 6); (d) the support of more senior 
professionals and officials outside the institution for student activism (more 
in Chapter 3); (e) the important role of partisan media coverage that not 
only disseminated news but also authorized the demands for change outside 
the institutional framework; (I) the conflicting interests of the divided secu
rity forces; (g) the partially successful use of racial and religious politics as 
rallying points to mobilize support or discredit enemies (see Chapters 6 and 
7); and (h) the proliferation of insidious slander, street violence, anonymous 
pamphlets, and the character assassination of certain individuals. 

As with all comparisons, there are limits to the above, and parallels 
should not be overdrawn. A vivid contrast between what happened in 
Salatiga and Jakarta lies between the survival of the incumbent adminis
trator at SWCU and the downfall of Suharto. One of the important reasons 
for this difference was timing. The unpopular president of SWCU survived 
the conflict (despite his repeated intentions to resign when the pressure was 
strong), partly because the broad political climate and supportive state offi
cials in Jakarta were still very strong in the mid-1990s. It is difficult to 
imagine that the event would have evolved in the same way had the SWCU 
conflict broken out shortly before or after Suharto's resignation. 

Contrary to popular accounts in the mass media, it is significant that the 
SWCU conflict - as well as the growth of the institution itself - is deeply 
related to broader processes of social change at the national and global 
level. The conflict cannot be reduced to the election of the University presi
dent. It was not primarily about 'good guys' and 'bad guys', as argued by 
opposing sides in the course of the conflict. In various ways the conflict 
drew its energy, adopted its textures and features, and generated conse
quences far beyond the immediate concerns of the members of the academic 
institution. 

The dispute was not the work of external conspiracy or direct interven
tion, as some suspected.28 Rather, it was the consequence of a number of 
separable but related developments: (a) SWCU's rapid institutional growth 
bcyond the capacity of thc institution to manage it; (b) thc broadcr and 
aggressive expansion of industrial capitalism in the nation under the repres
sive militarist regime of the New Order; (c) the rise and internationalization 
of both conservative and progressive middle class intellectuals; and (d) the 
aggravated abuses of human rights, labour rights and women's rights, and 
other practices of deprivation and violence against the underclasses that arc 
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fairly familiar in places cxperiencing the expansion of industrial capi
talism29 The case of SWCU was historically situated and thoroughly 
embedded in broader national politics and the global economy. It foreshad
owed what took place in the central administration of the nation-state 
towards the end of the 1990s. 

A new generation of journalists was thoroughly and actively involved in 
the SWell conflict as external parties; Next. J will discuss the reasons why 
they became involved in the conniet rather than remaining distant observers. 
I will also demonstrate that the major upheavals that Indonesian academics 
at SWCU underwent was not unique. Subjected to similar global forces, 
journalists encountered comparable challenges. 

Industrialization of the media 

In what appeared to be a separate incident, on 21 June 1994 the New Order 
revoked the licences of three Jakarta-based weeklies: TEMPO, Editor, and 
Di!TIK.30 Arbitrary banning was commonplace under the New Order. No . 
less than thirty cases of temporary or permanent bans had occurred before 
1994. What distinguished the 1994 banning from its predecessors was the 
response from those immediately affected by the government decision, and 
more importantly, the response of the public at large. Nothing illustrates this 
better than what took place in Salatiga: the two battling parties suspended 
their war for a day or two to jointly hold a mass rally in protest against the 
banning, before resuming a fiercer battle in the days that followed. 

The ban was a good indication of several things about the New Ortrer 
and the media industry. Instead of displaying its prowess, the ban indicates 
the regime's paranoia about the assertiveness of emerging middle class intel
lectuals and their power base, the mass media. The ban also expressed a 
serious fear of irrevocable divisions within the ruling elite, ,especially 
between the President and senior military officers. Whatever motivated the 
official ban on the three weeklies, the decision indicated how the incumbent 
government had lost touch with a social reality marked by the emergence of 
a broad middle class politics that, in turn, was a result of industrialization. 
This was vividly shown by the public outrage that took most by surprise, not 
least government officials. 

Elsewhere I have discussed in more detail the broad middle class response 
to the above banning and its political significance (Heryanto 1996a: 
245-53). To sum up its most obvious features: first, the demonstrations in 
protest against the 1994 banning constituted the first nation-wide expression 
of public resentment towards a single issue over an extended period of time 
and took place when demonstrations were still illegal. Previous demonstra
tions had been largely concentrated in specific locales over specific and 
unrelated or short-lived issues, though some drew more media attention due 
to the violence' involved. Second, the protests against the bans were predom
inantly led and attended by the middle classes, though participants included 
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those better categorized as the under and upper classes (for a similar 
phenomenon see Chapter 6). The protests were predominantly a middle 
class event because that was the single most important characteristic of the 
protesters that came to the fore, surpassing differences of ethnicity, gender, 
profession, religion or ideological orientation. Third, this was the first time 
in New Order Indonesia that a press banning had brought together rival 
journalists in public protest, in defence of their own corporate and profes
sional interests. In the past, the suppression of individual journalists or 
media companies did not necessarily stir fellow journalists. Worse still, some 
even took advantage of the situation to undermine competitors. Finally, this 
was the first instance in which a ban was followed by apologetic statements 
from the authorities within a few weeks, and a conditional offer of new press 
licences in lieu of those revoked. 

Beyond venting their anger in street demonstrations across the 
archipelago, middle class urbanites used the momentum to launch a series of 
historically novel ventures. For the first time under the New Order, one of 
the media bans was challenged by TEMPO in a lawsuit in the State 
Administrative Court. Thousands of its readers authorized a team of 
lawyers to file a separate class action suit, just as the hurriedly established 
association of parents of SWCU students sued the University for failing to 
provide a regular education for their children. In a striking parallel to Arief's 
legal case against SWCu. TEMPO eventually won the lawsuit at the High 
Court level thanks to the political divisions within the institution of 
justice. l ! 

Many of the journalists who lost jobs established the first independent 
Aliansi Jurnalis Independen (An, Alliance of Independent Journalists) in 
direct confrontation with the state sanctioned Persatuan Wartawan Indonesia 
(PWI, Indonesian Journalist Union). Membership of AJl made it difficult 
for reporters from the banned media to find new jobs.l2 On one occasion, 
several members of AJI were tried and prosecuted for organizing a public 
gathering without a permit. AJI drew support from reporters working in 
other media, who suffered reprimands or dismissals for their links with the 
then illegal association. Meanwhile commemorations of the 1994 ban kept 
public memory alive, lifting the fighting spirit of AJI's members and sympa
thizers. 

When the government held general elections in 1997, some of the core 
activists from the banned media, together with fellow activists from else
where, established Indonesia's first Independent Committee for Monitoring 
the Elections, or Komite Independen Pengawas Pemilu (KIPP), directly chal
lenging the government's MonitOring Committee. Although it could not 
possibly claim sole or prime responsibility for the success of the 1999 
general elections in Indonesia, K IPP was onc of the first serious and system
atic attempts in more than thirty years to provide long overdue civil and 
political mass education on general elections in Indonesia. Such education 
challenged not only the existing dictatorship's engineered victory well in 
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advance of clection time, but also the general tendency of the public to 
boycott or to resort to street violence (Heryanto 1996b). During the 1999 
elections, scores of NGOs followed suit and launched a nation-wide 
campaign for electoral democracy as well as civic and political education.ll 

These included Significant contributions from women's activist groups as 
indicated in Chapter 6. Indonesian activists learned this new practice from 
their counterparts in the Pltilippines and Th!tiland, and together they 
inspired the Malaysian activists in anticipation "of the crucial post-Anwar 
elections of 1999 (see Chapters 5 and 6). 

In what follows, I attempt to show that the above developments could 
take place in Indonesia due to reasons similar or related to the historic 
conflict at SWCU. I will diseuss the process that Indonesian journalists and 
their observers commonly called the 'industrialization' of journalism (for 
more see Heryanto and Adi 2002). The next section will be followed by 
another on the intricate relationships between Indonesia's intellectual 
activists (such as those in SWCU) and contemporary journalists (such as 
those of the three banned weeklies). Together, the next two sections will 
elucidate both the parallels and the interactions between the processes that 
shaped the experiences of academics (like those in SWCU), the journalists 
who covered the SWCU incident as well as those banned in 1994. 

By and large, nationalism remains the most powerful ideology in 
Indonesia (Heryanto I 990b: 290), just as ethnicization is the single most 
determining factor in Malaysia's politics, economy, and culture (Mandai 
1998b; Kahn 1996a, 1996b; Gomez and Jomo 1997). In Indonesia, nation
alist ideology is perhaps the most durable, sanctified and widely appea'ling 
discourse in comparison to those on Pancasila, religion, race or development 
and modernity. State officials invariably have attempted to legitimize and 
maximize the authority of their positions, discourses and ideologies by high
lighting their service in the interest of the 'nation', whatever the word has 
meant to the different people concerned. A wide range of opposition to the 
ruling governments as well as a variety of non-governmental activisms simi
larly has relied on the sanctity of nationalist discourses to launch different, 
and not infrequently conflicting, agendas. An instructive case is the confla
tion of motherhood with concern for the nation in the analysis in Chapter 6 
of Indonesian women's activism in 1998-9. Only since 1990 has Islam begun 
to be deployed with success by the Suharto government and segments of the 
population, rivalling nationalist discourses (Hefner 2000; Heryanto 1999b: 
173~),34 wltile this process began in the 1980s in Malaysia and is presently 
well established (Chapter 5). 

By no means does the foregoing suggest that in day-to-day practice 
people are consistently and readily willing to die for the nation.l5 Perhaps 
the contrary is true, as demonstrated by the vi'olcnt confrontations among 
fellow citizens during much of the nation's independent history and more 
recently the series of inter,ethnic killings in 1996-9 (see Bertrand 2001). 
What this implies, howevcr, is the unrivallec! orthodoxy of nationalist 
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ideology in verbal claims, rituals, slogans and popular sentiments, in spite of 
conduct that contradicts the orthodoxy. 

It is important to mention the status of nationalist ideology because jour
nalists and academics have been the main authors or national history and 
nationalist discourses, as well as the main protagonists in these narratives. 
Almost without exception, the historical canons of the nation give the 
greatest credit to the role played by these middle class subjects. Even the 
well-known 'alternative' narrative of the nation's history during the New 

. Order accords no less recognition and respect to the role of journalists and 
academic intellectuals. I refer to the tetralogy of Pramoedya Ananta Toer 
(l980a, 1980b, 1985, 1988) that in many other ways turns official history on 
its head36 

The considerable honour and moral authority that the highly educated 
literati and the press have enjoyed from the early 1900s continued very much 
unaltered to the century's end. Although the native literati in colonial 
Malaya had similar positions, their status in the nationalist discourse of 
independent Malaysia has not been as heroically romanticized as their 
Indonesian counterparts. As many pioneering journalists in Malaysia's 
history were left-leaning nationalists who were marginalized if not purged 
by the British and the independent governments, their post-colonial history 
has been ambiguously stated if not erased. To a considerable extent, the 
history of violent confrontations that the Indonesians went through before 
achieving independence has contributed to the romanticization of the literati 
and the press. Perhaps this past has also been the stimulus for the passionate 
nationalism that often makes it difficult for Indonesians to see contradic
tions when they engage in violent conflicts with fellow nationals. 

If anything, what many colonial and post-colonial authoritarian regimes 
do is to reaffirm myths by inflicting a series of repressive measures (severe 
censorship, bans, prosecution, kidnappings, tortures and murders) against 
men and women of letters and their works. This too was more visible in 
New Order Indonesia than Malaysia. The torture of Anwar in police 
custody was more shocking to Malaysians than Indonesians. However, the 
last two decades of the century may be a major and irreversible historical 
watershed in many Asian societies, including Indonesia and Malaysia. 

From the 1980s, Indonesian observers have incessantly lamented that the 
Indonesian press underwent a serious transformation from 'pers perjuangan' 
Uournalistie political activism) to 'pers industri' (the industrialized press).37 
A similar process occurred in Malaysia in the 1990s where it is referred to as 
the 'corporatization' of the media (Loh and Mustafa 1996; Nain 1998). 
Among its diverse and nuanced messages, the observed transformation in 
Indonesia refers to the perceived trend among journalists to compromise 
truth, justice, impartiality and informational functions in order to survive 
the increasingly competitive market as well as the state's repressive measures. 

Such an observation may be problematic because it overly romanticizes 
the history of the press in order to assert a point about the present. Many 
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proponents of such arguments overlook the early history of the institution 
when an 'industrialized press' was for years the rule rather than an aberra
tion (see Wibisono 1993: 449-50). Excessive generalization may lead not 
only to nostalgic inaccuracy about the past, but also to uncritical utopi
anism. Standing on high moral ground, many of these critics assume that 
media institutions have a lot more options and room for manoeuvre than 
they actually do. They also paint a very monolithic picture of the media 
industry as well as audience reception. The case of the 1994 bans and the 
responses to them exposes the flaws in such zealous criticism. 

Rather than simply describing the reality, to some degree the unfailing 
complaints underscore a continued and pervasive faith in and expectation of 
what academics and journalists could have done or ought to do. Despite the 
qualified truth in what they say (to be elaborated below), these critics sustain 
the ethos of pers perjuangan in the midst of the demoralization, apathy, disil
lusionment and confusion, if not opportunism and mediocrity, that has 
accompanied the sustained industrialization of Indonesia and Malaysia. 
The petition to the government signed by nearly 600 Malaysian print jour
nalists from cleven major press companies in early May 1999 was a 
desperate expression of wider social frustrations (Chen 1999).38 In 
Indonesia, where most people had much less confidence in the law and were 
more accustomed to extra-parliamentary confrontations.. these frustrations 
took a difTcrent shape and found diITcrcnt expressions. 

Observers have noted with dismay that over the extended period of the 
New Order's rule, there was a consistent increase in media readership, along 
with a decrease in the number of owners (see Dhakidae 1991: 324--85; David 
Hill 1994: 81-110; Hanazaki 1996: 135-54). Informed estimates suggest that 
at the time of the 1994 ban, TEMPO had a circulation of 200,000, Edilor 
60,000 and Di!TIK, the country's biggest tabloid, 600,000. For the first time 
Indonesia saw a major conglomeration of media groups, where the owner
ship of twenty or more media companies was concentrated in the hands of a 
few, while the conglomerates diversified their business empires to various 
other industries as well (see David Hill 1994: 81-110; Sen and Hill 2000: 
54--64). During more or less the same period, various offices and administra
tors within SWCU were responsible for institutional expansion, so that in 
the early 1980s SWCU and its affiliated institutions ran accredited educa
tion, from the level of kindergarten up to post-graduate degrees, within the 
same complex. 

Statistics aside, in the early 1990s I observed other things related to 
professionalization and the market-driven work ethos of journalism. 
Increasingly, veteran journalists from the generation that grew up during or 
SOon after the Second World War were marginalized by the influx of young 
university graduates through a professional rite of passage. The Jakarta
based daily, Kompas, one of the two largest circulation newspapers in 
Southeast Asia, began to administer recruitment tests as late as 1981. 
Equally significant, these younger journalists had no first-hand experience 
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of any journalism other than the new and rapidly industrialized press of the 
New Order economic boom. In 1990, I met fmal-year undergraduates or new 
graduates who earned around one million rupiah (US$500) a month working 
as local correspondents for the national dailies and weeklies, when civil 
servants (including university lecturers) and military officers of their age and 
comparable qualifications would make approximately one-third of that 
amount. In neighbouring Malaysia, emerging young Malay professionals in the 
fonnal sectors were also the first generation of privileged citizens formed 
almost exclusively under the New Economic Policy (1970-90).'9 They consti
tuted the first generation of the sO-<:alled New (Rich) Malays (see Shamsul 
1999). 

The dramatic shift in what it meant to be a journalist (and for that matter an 
Indonesian citizen, Asian, specific gender and ethnic group, or consumer) is 
too complex to be addressed here (see Young 1999). but I will try to capture 
some fragments below. In increasingly sharp contrast with their predecessors, 
younger journalists and their seniors who kept up with the changing times were 
pushed to enter a new battlefield - one driven by market competition. They 
also had to adapt to the expanding lifestyle of the country's new rich: 
exchanging business cards, manipulating the latest computer software, travel
ling overseas frequently, driving cars, engaging in fine dining in five-star hotels, 
attending extravagant parties, and becoming more sophisticated with the form 
and style. rather than the substance. of their writing. Meanwhile the orienta
tion towards mass entertainment persistently challenged the commitment to 
education or the discussion of serious public issues in the press By the early 
I 990s it was common for young and competent journalists to move from one 
company to another, either in search of material reward, professional integrity, 
or autonomy. 

In the same period, Indonesian academics such as those at SWCU discov
ered with delight the vast possibilities of work and self-development in many 
places other than the home institution that fIrst brought them to prominence. 
Significantly. it was also in the late 1980s and early 1990s that Indonesia saw 
for the first time the new phenomenon of competitive advertisement of 
school~ colleges and tuition as well as news magazines, newspapers and even 
televised programmes. Previously the educational and media institutions shared 
with the medical and legal services a public image of being separate from and 
above the profit-driven market economy. Notably. the University of Malaya 
was 'corporatized' only two years prior to the decision to terminate Chandra 
Muzaffar. 

Rapid industrialization did not necessarily blunt the radical edge of journalists 
and academics in Indonesia or Malaysia. The political significance of nouveau riclze 
consumerism and lifestyles is much more ambiguous than generally understood 
(Heryanto 1999b). Indeed, along with the professionalization, industrialization and 
internationalization of journalism in Indonesia and Malaysia, there was an 
upsurge in discontent. Not everyone became better off. and many felt they had not 
obtained or achieved as much as they thought they should. 
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While it is undeniable that the policies and achievements of the New 
Order in Indonesia and the Barisan Nasional (National Front) in Malaysia 
heavily favoured the urban middle and upper classes, the old romantic myth 
of selfless urban middle class intellectuals still found its contemporary 
enthusiasts among this segment of the popUlation. This was extremely 
evident in the later years of the 1990s, across regional and cultural, ethnic 
and gender differences. Extra-parliamentary political activism Gust like a 
variety of religious devotions) found its new vitality during the economic 
boom. This was also the period that witnessed the proliferation of interna
tionally connected NGOs in Southeast Asia.4D The profound and 
multifarious links between politically conscious journalists and their intel
lectual counterparts on campuses deserve a closer look. 

Professionalized activism 

Student activism in Indonesia is well known. Less noted is the extent to 
which such activism has been indebted to the activism of individual journal
ists and the institution of journalism as a whole. Although generalization 
can be problematic, one can say that the student press was a very important 
recruiting ground for young activists. The student press was also instru
mental to their political and organizational training, intellectual 
development. campaigns and networking with those outside their own 
campuses. This is true especially, but not exclusively, of the various periods 
when the New Order was at the height of its power and repression 
abounded; when street demonstrations appeared suicidal and the commer
cial press was generally acquiescent to the status quo. In some instances 
student publications preceded the open discussion of sensitive issues that 
appeared in the international and domestic press only after Suharto's down
fall. Examples include questions of the ill-gotten wealth of the former first 
family arid its cronies; the renewed question of the links between state power 
and Islam; and the rejection of the military's doctrine of Dwifungsi (dual 
function) that legitimized its active intervention in non-military social insti
tutions.41 

One cannot understand the resilience of the student press without 
looking at the generous assistance of senior journalists and leading media 
companies. Student organizations on campus held regular workshops on 
training in journalism, often with the financial assistance and expert advice 
of established media companies. When these students were in the process of 
preparing pUblications, they often enjoyed advantages unavailable to many 
commercial journalists. There were cases where well-researched but sensitive 
materials prepared by senior journalists could not appear in their own media 
because their superiors did not want to take the risk. Much in demand by 
the public, such materials occasionally found space in the student press. 
When friction within the New Order's political elite became acute. several 
retired generals preferred to be interviewed by foreign journalists and illegal, 
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student journalists rather than their officially-sanctioned Indonesian coun
terparts. All of this helped boost the appeal and sales of the student press in 
public. 

Many such external bodies continue to reap some of the fruits of this 
development. They have the means to identify the best potential recruits. 
Many senior journalists in the leading companies (including those banned in 
1994) have had their own years of student activism, if not of imprisonment 
for political activism. It is not hard to understand why in recruiting new staff 
they are more inclined to select candidates with some experience of activism 
either in street demonstrations or the campus press. This is more than simple 
nepotism or sentimentalism. Journalism in In~onesia has always been a very 
dangerous career. Not unlike student activists, journalists in Indonesia have 
regularly been subjected to verbal abuse, intimidation, death threats, kidnap
ping. detention, torture and murder (Luwarso 2000; Tesoro 2000; Suranto et 
at. 1999: 61-79). Over the years, as these new recruits enter more important 
positions in the company, they continue the tradition of supporting their 
juniors in the student press. 

The relationship between student and journalistic activism does not stop 
there. Student activists feature prominently in the commercial press. The 
press gives generous space to them, because they have the licence and credi
bility to articulate issues that the public wants to hear' and the press cannot 
prescnt in their own editorials. Tn more liberal countries these issues would 
have been raised and debated in parliament. These student activists articu
late or mediate the voice of the suppressed population who have no 
representation in the existing political institutions.42 Almost without excep
tion, student activists have been largely portrayed in the media as 
pro-democracy heroes and heroines. 

Street demonstrations without media coverage are doomed to be inconse
quential. Indonesian women activists learned this lesson in the course of the 
various events they organized in 1998-9 (see Chapter 6). Most of the time, 
street demonstrations, no matter how well attended, or how spectacular as 
acts of oration, cannot last very long and have no power to alter existing 
regulations or state power. They have very little effect unless their message is 
amplified and authorized in the national public consciousness through the 
mass media. Street demonstrations function like a whistle at best. To have 
any further impact, they must create a snowballing en'ect that prompts 
formal deliberations by the authorities, sometimes located several hundred 
kilometres from the site of the demonstrations. To be effective a demonstra
tion must first pass a test, namely, occupying the pages of the print media or 
the screen of an electronic broadcast. But media production follows certain 
imperatives and logic. No matter how sympathetic reporters are to the cause 
of a demonstration, what they submit will be subjected to editorial review. 
Veterans of Indonesian protest are well aware of this, so that locales, timing, 
lettering in banners, or yens and other spectacles in a demonstration are 
carefully selected to maximize media coverage (see also Chaplers 6 and, 7). 
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Intimate relationships between intellectuals and journalists go further. 
Older than these students, smaller in number and less passionate in diction, 
but no less authoritative, are the voices of selected critically-minded 'intel
lectuals'. They may work as artists, academics, lawyers or religious leaders. 
At the same time they playa role similar to student activists and build simi
larly intimate relationships with politically conscious senior journalists from 
the commercial press. The press is keen to 'interview these middle class 
professionals and publish their opinion columns. These intellectuals are keen 
to write columns for many good reason~ not least because they generate 
extra income that most academics need to make ends meet and keep up with 
research costs43 Far from being subjected to restrictions on receiving 
external remuneration, Indonesian lecturers who write regularly for the press 
often earn prestige, and in some areas additional incentives from their home 
institutions. Lecturers who write critically of the status quo marc often get 
respect, fame and political protection rather than retaliation.44 It is always 
easier for the state to inflict violence upon the anonymous masses or 
unknown individuals. 

Indonesian middle class activists have differed on many fronts and have 
becn greatly divided (sce Uhlin 1997), as the split within SWCU vividly 
exemplifies. However, systematic repression from the New Order state has 
forced them to unite against the common enemy, as the protests against the 
1994 hans demonstrated. Although similar processes have taken place simul
taneously in neighbouring countries in Southeast Asia, their intensity has 
been linked to the government's ability to intervene and co-opt these profes
sions. In Indonesia, either due to a lack of interest or capacity, or differeiIt 
priorities, the New Order had limited control over this middle class soli
darity building. That explains why journalists flocked to defend academic or 
student activism when the latter was under government attack. And 
conversely, we have seen the broad middle class outrage at the 1994 bans. 

Such solidarity did not exist in Malaysia in the 1990s. Although legal 
restrictions and extra-legal repressions were more severe in Indonesia, main
stream journalists and journalism in Malaysia had less activist experience or 
ties with academics, NGOs or student activists. With controlling shares in 
the ownership of the media, the Malaysian government had more political 
control over the industry. Until the 1980s, the Malaysian government had a 
near monopoly over educational institutions - especially at the pre
university tertiary level - while in Indonesia private schools have outnum
bered their state counterparts for many years. In the 1980s there were 
already around five private colleges and universities for every single state 
tertiary institution in Indonesia. Understandably, both journalists and 
academics in Malaysia had stronger ties with and dependence on the govern
ment than among their own middle class. Such horizontal solidarity did 
exist among some groups (more in Chapters 3 and 7), but a broad-based 
national solidarity was difficult to achieve because of strong fragmentation 
along ethnic, linguistic and religious lines (more in Chapters 5 and 6). This 
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explains the general public anger towards the rnainstream media during the 
first few months of the Anwar saga. Some angry Malaysians launched a 
public campaign to boycott the domestic media. Others went as far as physi
cally attacking the state-sponsored media crews and their properties during 
street demonstrations and Anwar's trial in April 1999. 

I have discussed at length the material basis for the economic and polit
ical alliance of the Indonesian academics and journalists. Before concluding 
this section, I wish to mention onc more area of interest. underscoring both 
the novelty and the depth of the relationships between the industrialized 
media in Indonesia and the politics of middle class professionals, by 
returning to the discussion of the SWCU conflict. I have mentioned that one 
of the novel factors that played a major role in the institutional break-up 
was the media coverage. To say that the media reported intensively, or even 
blew up the case, is an understatement. One of the most amazing things 
about the whole SWCU saga was the power of the media during the course 
of the conflict. Technically, this could not have happened in Indonesia 
twenty or even fifteen years earlier. 

Arief's irregular dismissal captured great attention during the course of 
the three-year dispute. Officially, he was dismissed for allegedly defaming the 
University authorities and slandering its electoral process. Actually, we never 
learned what Arief said. All we had was a media report of what he could 
have said during interviews about the election. For the next twenty months 
or so, the escalating battle between the two camps took place in the pages of 
the press. Although the SWCU campus was small (the student population 
was under 7,000), most people, including key figures in the dispute, could 
not directly follow the day-to-day developments of the diffused conflict 
directly. They had to rely on media reports of the day that were edited and 
printed several hundred kilometres away from the small campus. Hardly a 
day passed during the two-year period without the presence of competing 
correspondents on campus. Attacks and counter-attacks were launched as 
far as the media pages allowed. Those who better understood the media 
space were in an advantageous position. 

Because the dissenting Pro-Democracy Group was far closer to the press 
(in almost all senses: personally, historically, culturally and ideologically), 
media coverage was almost without exception sympathetic to it. This was 
one reason why the protest lasted so long. Although there was no single and 
immediate causal relationship, the bans on the three Jakarta-based periodi
cals were to some extent a signal of the failure of the authoritarian regime 
to woo, intimidate or co-opt the media; a failure that led to its downfall. 
Malaysia in 1999 had a rather different situation, though this was not always 
the case. After a number of antagonistic encounters with the foreign media, 
Prime Minister Mahathir was challenged by nearly 600 mildly hostile jour
nalists. Had one battleground been lost to the middle classes? It may not be 
long before we see whether that was a beginning of the end. 
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Conclusion: challenges ahead 

This chapter examined effective challenges to the most durable authoritari
anism in industrializing Southeast Asian societies. Contrary to theories of 
economic determinism. under certain circumstances the growing middle 
classes can play an important role in challenging long-standing authoritari
anism in their own country. The efficacy of middle class politics does not 
derive from the middle classes' essential status as 'intellectuals' as the domi
nant myth in Indonesia or Malaysia would have us believe. Neither does it 
come from their own efforts alone, voluntarism, individual commitment, 
size or organizational capability as other commentators have postulated. 

At least two lessons can be drawn from the case of Indonesia discussed 
above. Firstly. democratization requires a lot more than just voluntary 
struggle, sacrificcs and martyrs among its proponents. It also requires partic
ular historical conditions that are conducive to such struggles. 1\vo related 
but distinguishable processes appear to have been responsible for such 
conditions in Indonesia. The first is the long-lasting and prolific reproduc
tion of myths about selfless and truth-seeking public intellectuals as 
embodied in the university student, academic, and journalist activist. The 
second is the expansion of capitalist industrialization under heavy militarist 
rule that has delivered sustained economic growth but at the expense of 
human and civil rights. This historical moment is highly transitional in 
nature. As Hagen Koo (1991) argues in relation to similar situations in 
South Korea, the real and perceived significance of middle class activism 
will be subject to change in the years to come. . 

Second, democratization or its sibling Reformasi can develop effectively 
when it is more than a grand design or clever policy from an enlightened 
political elite. The preoccupation with questions of successions and strug
gles within the political elite in Indonesia and Malaysia, that dominates 
mainstream analyses, may prove to be less worthwhile than it at first 
appears. The same applies to viewing women's advancement through the 
achievements of particular elite or heroic feinale leaders (see Chapter 6). 
Democratic dispositions that grow in everyday consciousness, discourses 
and practices on small and local scales will provide a crucial foundation for 
a larger movement when the right moment comes for various forces to 
converge (see Chapters 3, 4, 6 and 7). In such an event, formal organization 
or leadership is less necessary. In the foregoing we see how the outlook, 
determination and practices in support of democratization in university life 
or journalism came to maturity in local disputes. Actually a large number of 
similar incidents took place involving a wide variety of social organizations 
and geographical locations in Indonesia during the same period (see 
Heryanto 1996a: 261, 1997a). Perhaps, the winds of change had also been 
blowing for some time in the private lives of many Indonesians and 
Malaysians alike. 

The uneven industrial development in Indonesia and Malaysia has 
certainly favoured some segments of the population over others. The urban 
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middle classes have indisputably been benefactors. Most of them have been 
empowered economically, but more significantly in the cultural and political 
domains. We have seen the paradoxical responses of some of these middle 
classes to the status quo that provided them with privileges; and the anger of 
authoritarian leaders such as Mahathir as late as 2002 at what appears to 
them to be the ingratitude of the middle classes who tacitly or actively 
supported Reformasi elTorts. What I have not discussed abovc is the fact that 
the same process of industrialization also threatens to disempower the 
middle classes. In short, and to use the terms of the opening sections of this 
chapter, the old myth of selfless intellectual activism has been seriously 
eroded. It is perhaps not accidental that this should happen in a time when 
the hegemonic thrall of nationalism has also been seriously challenged 
(Kahn 1998: 18-24). As discussed earlier, Indonesian nationalism put urban 
middle class intellectuals on a pedestal. While new positions and statuses 
promise new comforts and career prospects, they do not necessarily sustain 
the moral authority middle class intellectuals used to enjoy as a given. The 
features of this new era are not very clear. 

In 1994, the administration of SWCU discovered that it had lost the 
unreserved allegiance that it had enjoyed from its faculty and administrative 
stalT for decades. It was taken aback when confronted with the challenge 
from its academic community in what then appeared so unbecoming, a 
general strike. The academic and administrative staff also soon discovered 
that they had confronted not a less-than-benign patron but a corporate 
cmployer. Not all of them were equally prepared to encounter the new 
threat, namely termination of employment. RelHtions of 
employer ---employee came to the fore as never before, surpassing the familiar 
communalism that had dominated life in SWCU since its inception. 

Because these modern industrial moves and counter-moves were so 
abruptly new in the personal experience (if not consciousness) of many in 
the SWCU dispute, their legitimacy was hotly debated on the campus and 
beyond. Many wondered whether it was morally correct for 'intellectuals' to 
hold a strike. Others defended it as a modern, justifiable and non-violent 
industrial action protected by law. Likewise, the legitimacy of dismissal of 
tenured faculty on the basis of allegedly inaccurate or improper statements 
in thc media was intensely discussed and debated. More than a few teaching 
stall' were appalled by the new and official pronouncements that equated 
intellectuals with salaried employees. These and many other ethical ques
tions take a longer time to enter into public debates than individual 
investments, economic policies, or projects. Regardless of the economic 
recovery and the fate of industrialization in Indonesia after the 1997-8 
crisis, the rapid industrialization in Indonesia during the 1980s and 1990s 
left profound and durable impacts on the consciousness and social relations 
of the urban middle classes. 

While the plight of TEMPO began with an attack from an external force, 
and the response it provoked appeared to be morally-based activism, it did 
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not take long for everyone to realize that the banning also meant an 
immense financial loss and the unemployment of hundreds of talented and 
innocent workers, with neither compensation nor trials. The industrial 
dimension of the event was obscenely pxposed when the government offered 
a new license to TEMPO, conditional on the establishment of a new 
management and new shareholders - all from among politically well
connected businessmen. The TEMPO staff were painfully split into two 
groups. The first half filed an unprecedented, and what then appeared to be 
unrealistic, lawsuit, technically meaning that tile legal status and all activities 
pertaining to TEMPO must be suspended for-judiciary investigation. The 
second half apologeticaJly welcomed the new arrangement and helped 
publish the new weekly GATRA that adopted both the look and journalistic 
style of TEMPO. Many of these compromising journalists defended their 
actions by invoking the compulsion of economic necessity for family 
survival (Heryanto and Adi 2002). 

Similar economic calculations repeatedly undermined the elTorts of the 
Pro-Democracy Group, during and before the eight-month-Iong general 
strike at SWCu. Obviously, there can never be any final answer to judge the 
rationale for either position. Neither was there any direct correlation 
between the resilience of such resistance and levels of wealth ownership. 
Many of the better-olT lecturers (owning more than one luxurious house or 
fancy car) at SWCU gave up their participation in the mass protest very 
early on, complaining that they could not alTord the costs of challenging the 
University authorities. 

Future developments of democratization in Indonesia and Malaysia will 
depend to a considerable extent on the answers to many such economic and 
moral questions. Middle class-based radicalism in Indonesia in 1998-9 may 
have impressed activists in neighbouring Malaysia, as attested by the adop
tion of the terms ReJorrnasi and KKN (see Chapter 1).45 However, as 
Malaysian middle class and pro-democracy activists look at the middle class 
radicalism in Indonesia with some enthusiasm, sooner or later their 
Indonesian counterparts must answer some of the difficult questions about 
employment and democratization that have slowed down the challenge to 
authoritarianism in more industrialized Malaysia. There is much for each to 
learn from its neighbour. 

Notes 

This chapter has benefited from comments on earlier drafts by individuals 
who do not necessarily share the views expressed here. The writer is most 
indebted to Joel S. Kahn, Hong Lysa, and Mary Zurbuchen for various 
moral and intellectual support. Kasian Tejapira, Maribeth Erb, Arief 
Budiman, Liek Wilardjo, Daniel Lev, Budiawan Purwadi, Martin Richter 
and PM. Laksono provided helpful comments. Stanley Yoseph Adi and 
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Rungrawee Chalerrnsripinyorat helped find a few bibliographic details. The 
writer is solely responsible for any remaining shortcomings to this chapter. 

The most relevant of tbe literature includes Crouch (1985), Hal Hill (1994), Jomo 
(1997), Gomez and Jomo (1997), Jones (1994), Kahn (1996a), and Robison 
(1986,1996). 

2 For a recent review of the literature on the Malaysian middle classes see Abdul 
Rahman (2002). For Indonesia, see Zulkarnain ef al. (1993), Zulkini (1996), 
Prasetyantoko (1999) and Hadijaya (1999). Many of the points in the next few 
paragraphs derive from Heryanto (1990a). The first (and the only in Englisb) 
collected volume of essays on the Indonesian middle class politics is Tanter and 
Young (1990). According to Abdul Rahman (2002), writings on the Malaysian 
middle classes have all been spread across separate essays and articles, and no 
single book has yet been published on the subject. 

3 I have been critical of these dominant and dismissive views since the early 
debates of Indonesian middle classes in Indonesia (Heryanto 1990a, 1993b). 
Exceptions to the dominant views include K. Young (1990) and Lev (1990) on 
the Indonesian middle classes, and Kahn (1996a, 1996b) on their Malaysian 
counterparts. 

4 Admittedly there is no way to determine non-arbitrarily, empirically, and 
precisely, how 'enonnous' the economic or bureaucratic power of the upper 
classes is. Consequently, we can never set a clear-cut boundary to separate the 
lower end of the upper classes from the upper tiers of the middle classes. The two 
in practice may move back and forth and swap positions. Having admitted the 
grey area, one can still proceed with an analysis of the narrowly selected 
segments within the middle c1asse.<; that are located more in the 'middle' ranks. I 
refer to the majority of journalists, university students and lecturers, and most 
artists in contemporary Indonesia and Malaysia. 

5 Joel Kahn (1996b) argues, and I agree, that owning 'something' such as a certain 
salary, property, occupation, skill. knowledge or expertise, does not necessarily 
make someone a member of the middle class as we discuss it here. What does, 
Kasian Tejapira suggests, is the performative aspect of the use of such knowl
edge and skills in selected public settings that endow significant moral authority 
to such performance and its perfonners (personal communication, email dated 
28 September 1999). Thus the view adopted here considers historically specific 
social 'practice' to be more important than 'things'. 

6 Compared to Indonesia, Malaysia is more Westernized. To use the Gramscian 
modeJ, social order in Malaysia was sustained more by consensual than coercive 
measures, whereas in Indonesia it was the reverse. At least until the mid-1980s, 
justice and law enforcement had more credibility and power to discipline citizens 
in Malaysia than Indonesia. Understandably. one finds more or a concentration 
of activists, and for longer periods, in the legal profession in Malaysia than in 
Indonesia. 

Overall, Malaysia has been more industrialized than Indonesia. Militarist 
authoritarianism in New Order Indonesia saw the easy and frequent use of 
violence to keep order and suppress dissent, but paradoxically that bred counter 
violence and radicalized dissidents. Indonesia's extended revolutionary struggles 
against the foreign colonizers and the continued efforts to keep alive the 
romantic memories of such struggles find no equivalent in Malaysia, whose inde
pendence was granted rather than fought for. Ironically what we witnessed 
during the turmoil" in 1998 and 1999 were reverse trends. More violence was 
deployed by state apparatuses in Malaysia (symbolized by Anwar Ibrahim's 
black-eye during detention), while Indonesia completed peaceful elections 
precisely when or because the military took retreating steps from politics. 
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7 Being a male feminist is never the same as being a female, just as being a 
Malaysianist is not the same as being a Malaysian. 

8 By extension such logic seems to have worked in favour of Megawati 
Sukarnoputri and Anwar Ibrahim. Their prominence as rallying icons for 
Refonnasi was commonly attributable not to their own efforts, but to the repres
sive measures that the ruling government inflicted upon them. A list of sirnllar 
figures can be extended to Aung San Suu Kyi, or Benigno and Corazon Aquino. 
None of these individuals, however, represent what we understand as 'middle 
classes' in this chapter. 

9 Two factors are highly suspicious in the termination of his employment. The 
university'S decision was made very suddenly, and the professor was given less 
than a week's prior notice. The official reasons for the decision were budget 
constraints and administrative efficiency. In his press conference in late February 
1999, Chandra presented facts and figures that contradicted the official rationale 
for his dismissal. Details on the case and public responses were available online 
(as of 24 December 1999) at: http://www.jaring.rny/justlchandra_removal.htm 

10 In a soul-searching essay, Rustam Sani, a prominent Malaysian public intellec. 
tual and Chandra's close friend, declared what he perceived to be the two most 
important obstacles in the push towards Reformasi in Malaysia: emigrant 
mentality (an inferiority complex and selfishness) that impedes many, but not all, 
in the Chinese population; and Malay neo·feudalism (Sani 1999). 

11 In the same electronic posting {Zain 1999), the writer adds: 'In other free coun
tries, a blow of this scale onto the academic freedom of expressions will 
definitely provoke great controversy at least among fellow academics.' Indeed 
such incidents occurred in neighbouring IndoneSia, as will be elabo-rated in the 
next section, but they could occur only under particular circumstances that elec
tronic mailings do not usually have the space for mention or elaboration. 

12 Having participated directly in the events, I am both privileged and disadvan
taged. On the one hand, I am able to supply the rich and complex nuances of the 
events without making them explicit in the ensuing account. On the other, I have 
to restrain my passion to expose ethnographical details that may not be immedi
ately relevant, overlooking the larger forces at work and failing to make a critical 
analysis that requires SOme distancing and analytical abstraction. I decided to 
foreground the broader structures and consciously try to avoid any moral judge
ments of the positions of individuals involved in the conflict, without any 
illusions that it would be possible to present a purely objective and neutral 
account of the event. 

13 Living several hundred kilometres away, I had not heard of this university's exis
tence until a few weeks prior to my attempt to seek admission in the mid-1970s. I 
applied there only after I discovered that I could not afford to pay the admission 
fees for a local school of engineering at a more prestigious state university in the 
city of Malang that offered me admission. I was admitted to SWCU soon after 
paying an admission fee one-fifth of what was demanded in the state-funded 
university. Two decades later the ratio was in reverse. Some of the best applicants 
who succeeded the admission tests at SWCU had to pay fees four or five times 
what their counterparts paid in the state university in Malang. 

14 Most state universities imposed quota restrictions to limit the number of 
students of Chinese descent. Consequently, young'Chinese Indonesians flocked 
into private schools or pursued overseas study. In the early 1980s, the President 
of SWCU claimed that the University had the smallest percentage of students of 
Chinese descent among Christian schools. 

15 These measures inClude paternalistic counselling, religious ritual~ moralistic 
persuasion, or threats. Daniel Dhakidae (1991: 388-98) provides a more elabo
rate account of a paraliel process taking place in the media industry. 
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16 Informed readers will note that fairly soon afterwards, Indonesia also saw for the 
first time a general election where more than one presidential hopeful was offi~ 
cially in fierce competition. Malaysia had institutionalized electoral democracy 
much earlier. During Subarto's New Order regime. nomination of alternative 
presidents took place more than once, but it was never legal or taken seriously by 
the puhlic. If anything, the nomination was wen largely as an expression of 
dissent. 

17 It is important to mention this because the same style of connict resolution has 
been one defining feature of Indonesia's national politics as evident in the series 
of state-sponsored acts of violence from 1993 outside the war zones of East 
Timor, West Irian. and Aceh. 

18 Incidentally Arief Budiman is a friend of Chandra MuzalTar. In 1984 Chandra 
visited SWCU for a conference which Arief convened. 

19 The reappropriation of the campus space thus accomplished may have prefig
ured the use of art and music to similar ends by women and arts activists in 
1998-9 (see Chapters 6 and 7). 

20 From 1995 there were serious attempts on the part of these dissenting academics 
to work together with a consortium of major business groups in the capital city 
of Semarang to open a completely new university system. Had this taken place. 
the exodus of the academic and administrative statT would have been greater 
with the existence of new opportunities at a nearby institution. Just before the 
institution began to operate. the economic crisis of 1997 provided the fatal blow 
to the project. 

21 Key proponents of this group called themselves as such but I cannot be certain 
how widely acceptable such designation was among their constituents. 

22 I n the mid-l 970s, the only 'parking space' available was for bicycles.· In the 1990s, 
there was never enough parking space for the lUXUry cars of the students. In the 
mid-l 970s., more than a few classes began with a class prayer. 

23 For contemporary subalternism in Malaysia, see Kahn (1994. 1996a: 70) and 
Abdul Rahman (2002); for Indonesia see Aspinall (1996), Heryanto (1989, 
1996a, 1996c) and UhIin (1997). 

24 Soon after completing his studies in the USA, in ] 980 Arief Budiman decided to 
join SWCu. His unsolicited decision was a significant recognition of SWCU's 
merits. He was the attraction for many Indonesian academics and university 
lecturers from various parts of the country. Other important academics joined 
the ranks soon afterwards, one of who'm was the Cornell University graduate, 
George Junus Aditjondro. The Post-graduate Programme, where Arief and 
George were the two core faculty members, soon developed to be well-known 
nationally and internationally as a centre of academic pursuits as well as liberal 
thinking and public intellectualism. It also became too autonomous for the 
central administration to control. The programme was the bastion of dissident 
life in the conflict that will be discussed below. Both Arief and George found new 
university positions in Australia soon after they left SWCU, in 1997 and 1995 
respectively. After Suharto was forced to resign in 1998, George was best known 
for being one of the most well-informed researchers on the wealth of the ousted 
President Suharto, his family, and cronies across the globe (see Liebhold 1999; 
Time 1999). 

25 For decades, student politics in Indonesia had its bases in top state-universities 
such as the University of Indonesia (Jakarta), the Institute of Technology in 
Bandung (Bandung), or Gadjah Mada University (Yogyakarta). The ruthless 
military crackdown on campuses, the banning of all independent student bodies., 
the introduction of new and tightly state-controlled student bodies from 1978. 
and the systematic co-optation of younger cohorts of academics had eliminated 
any systematic and overt dissent in campuses for over a decade. Student politics 
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re-cmcrged in public after ]989, but with a series of remarkably different profiles 
and more radical agendas. Unlike their predecessors, student movements in 1989 
found their bases in private universities away from the capital city. SWCU was 
only one of several of these. The Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta was 
one of the very few old campuses that continued to house such activism. 
Significantly. Jakarta student movements that helped push President Suharto's 
downl~lll in May 1998 had their bases in private univcrsitic~ of which Trisakti 
University has become legendary due to the shootings at a peaceful gathering 
there, Unlike their predecessors, post-1978 student activists came from more 
humble family backgrounds economically, politically, or culturally, and were 
regularly engaged with the emerging politics of the underc1asses, both -in rural 
and urban areas. Unlike their predecessors who demanded more accountable 
government, these activists demanded more profound political change and social 
transformation, Finally, in marked difference from their predecessors, the . 
majority of student movements after 1978 consciously transcended ethnic and 
religious divisions. lbis found its equivalent in the street protests in Kuala 
Lumpur from 1998. after twenty years of absence. 

26 Liek Wilardjo. the nominee of the Pro-Democracy Group, was best known as a 
physicist and one of the country's strongest opponents to then-Minister 
Habibie's proposed project of a nuclear generating plant on the north coast of 
Central Java. 

27 The same argument may be made with reference to Megawati Sukarnoputri's 
surprising resilience in outliving Suharto's presidency. 

28 At least two rumours of conspiracy circulated at the time. One suspected that the 
government had successfully destroyed the institutional base of critical dissi
dents, if not the whole university. The other was suspicious of the conspirational 
work of segments within the newly emerging Islamic-leaning social forces that 
allied with Suharto's and later Habibie's governments. Arief BQdiman is a 
Muslim. Such rumours expressed more about the anxieties of those who circu-
lated them than the events. 

29 The more famous case of recent decades has been China's rapid and sustained 
industrialization which was one of the factors leading to the Tiananmen Square 
killings on 4 June 1989. 

30 For a fuller account of the banning and -its historical context, see Hanazaki 
(1996: 199-252). 

31 Arief won a total victory in court, that ruled all his demands be met by SWCu. 
The plaintiff appealed to the higher courts, but lost throughout. Nonetheless, 
SWCU refused to obey the court ruling and Arief never insisted on its execution. 
In Jakarta TEMPO gained victory only to the level of Higher Court. Soon after 
President Suharto's downfall, the news magazine regained its licence and repub
lished. 

32 Students and statT who left SWCU in defiance of the incumbent administrator 
found it easier to transfer to other private universities such as the University of 
Sanata Dharma in Yogyakarta. 

33 While the successful elections of 1999 have been widely recognized, most 
commentators do not mention the efforts of thousands of these committed poHt
ical instructors. This is not to suggest, however, that they take full responsibility 
for the low levels of fraud and violence during the elections. Several other factors 
must also have made it possible, for instance the general demoralization and 
widespread wariness of any confrontation immediately following a long and, 
uninterrupted series of spectacular civic and state violence over a span of more 
than two years. 

34 Talk of secessions both before and especially after Suharto's downfall did not 
necessarily undermine the above arguments. Not only were there strong anxieties 
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about national disintegration, underscoring the desired or ideal, but among those 
who felt they had had enough of Jakarta's heavy-handed Javanese imperialism, 
the desirab1e alternatives appeared to be the independence of new nations, rather 
than, say, anarchy or other forms of post-national sentiments. 

35 Benedict Anderson's theory of nations as imagined communities has been well
noted, where, inter alia, he characterizes the nationalist sentiment as a <deep 
horizontal comradeship '" [that has made] it possible, over the past two 
centuries. for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die 
for' the nation (Anderson 1983: 16): 

36 The most telling example is the opposite portrayal of Budi Utomo in the two 
historical narratives. For decades. the government officially declared the Javanese 
aristocrat's association to be the first modern organization with a nationalist 
cause. Pramoedya's novels, a product of nearly twenty years of research, 
portrayed the body principally as an exclusively Javanese elite club that the colo
nial regime tolerated. precisely because of its non-challenging agendas. A1so in 
contrast to the official account of the nation's early formation, Pramoedya's 
historical narratives accorded. more recognition to the merits and contributions 
of females, the underclasses. Eurasians and ethnic Chinese. 

37 The best and most comprehensive expression of such a view can be found in 
Yayasan Keluarga Bhakti (1993). 

38 Malaysian journalists complained about their eroded. credibility in public, called 
for more press freedom, and demanded the repeal of the Printing Presses and 
Publications Act of 1984. Under the Act, media co'mpanies have to renew their 
permit to publish annually, depending upon the degree of their support for the 
government of the day. As expected, the government did not accommodate the 
visibly courageous cballenge, unseen since the mid-1980s when there was a 
protest against the 'amendment that widened the powers of the Official Secrets 
Act' (Chen 1999). 

39 This refers to the affirmative-action policy primarily in support of the ethnic 
Malay majority as well as other officially classified lJumiputera or 'indigenous' 
(see also Chapter 1) that was launched in 1971 and meant to be completed. in 
1991. It was nevertheless extended with some modification. 

40 1t was during this time that Chandra Muzaffar visited SWCU as mentioned 
earlier. 

41 Richard Robison's (1986) main data and arguments about the economic empires 
of Suharto and his family were widely circulated in photocopies across campuses 
several years before they became a public controversy in Indonesia following 
David Jenkins's article in The Sydney Morning Herald in 1986. 

42 The situation changed somewhat with the fall of Suharto when the commercial 
press, political parties, and members of parliament had more space to contest 
views (see Suranto et al. 1999). In neighbouring Malaysia, alternative and oppo· 
sitional journalism found more expression on the Internet, given the available 
electronic resources and the absence of space to distribute material in print. This 
development took place prior to the Anwar saga (see Mee 1998). 

43 In a private conversation with an academic colleague from Bangkok in the mid-
1990s., I learned of the striking similarities between situations in Indonesia and 
Thailand from the early 1990s. On the one hand, there was a sudden and rapid 
boom of the media industry in both countries without adequate human 
resources. On the other, there was an influx of young and talented post
graduates with overseas training who found their universities lacking both in 
terms of academic challenges and material incentives. The symbiosis between the 
media industry and these highly energetic academics could not have been better 
timed.. Some of the prominent academics in both countries could receive remu
nerations on a regular basis, as much as five times their salaries, if not more, 
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from writing columns. The situation was somewhat different in Malaysia, where 
lecturers earned. better salaries. 

44 Obviously there is a limit to this criticism, but such a limit is never fIxed, often 
(but not always exclusively) in direct parallel to the political climate of the day .. 

45 The raIlying cry of Reformasi in 1998-9 was not authored by Indonesian student 
activists. Its currency was apparently the product of high level diplomatic 
excbanges between officials of the International Monetary Fund and the New 
order government in reference to something more radical to pressurize President 
Suharto to follow an agreed deal. In any case, once again the mass media 
accorded the word such salience in public discourse that radical students did not 
have much choice but to adopt it to communicate effectively with the masses. 
More than once Indonesian activists attempted to replace it with more radical 
signifiers such as transformasi (transformation) or revolusi (revolution), to no 
avail. The best result they achieved was popularizing the idea of reformasi total 
(total reform) which is ,a contradiction in terms. 
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