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Some international impact/success ...

 Republic’s success in 1945-49 
in eventually securing formal 
recognition 

 capacity to bring early 
substance to yearnings of 
decolonising nations for proper 
recognition (Bandung 1955)

 success in securing recognition 
of sovereignty over West Irian

 success in securing 
international acknowledgement 
of assertion of territorial rights 
over waters of the archipelago 

 role in the Cambodian peace 
process

Hatta at Round Table Conference, 1949

Asian-African Conference, Bandung, 1955



The problem with Indonesia …

Indonesia 

 Big

 Resource-rich

 Geo-strategically important

 Politically and culturally 

exemplary

But

 Over time, highly limited 

impact in international 

affairs

 Mostly ignored/taken for 

granted by other big players 

(and small ones too)

 Long history of acute 

sensitivity to outside 

demands/advice

“It is sometimes said that 

Indonesia is the most 
important country that the 
world knows least about”
- Dewi Fortuna Anwar, ―Indonesia, the 

region and the world‖ (2010)

How come?



Beginnings: ―awakening‖ and identity creation

 Key members of emerging 
anti-colonial elite deeply 
internationalised

 Netherlands Indies itself 
only recently taken on 
something of an individual 
“legal personality”

 Acute sense of humiliation; 
notion that salvation through 
the West (economically,  and 
technologically, later 
politically) 

 Modernity: through modern 
nation state: “Indonesia”

Abdul Rivai

Suwardi, Douwes Dekker, Cipto



Cosmopolitan internationalism

 Western educated, 
multilingual, cosmopolitan, 
intellectually open

 recognised the importance 
of commanding a strong 
sense of international 
tendencies and movements

 Europe, Japan, China, 
India, Communism …

 Comfortable, even 
accomplished, 
internationalists

Alimin, Musso

Leaders, Indonesische Vereeniging, 1923



Independence and the international

 Japan: another humiliating 
subordination: isolation but 
opportunity

 Dutch efforts at recolonisation: 
further isolation

 Strong sense of international 
community: UUD 1945: RI to 
contribute “to the 
establishment of a world order 
based on freedom, lasting 
peace and social justice”

 Keen sense of need for 
international support; 
international orientation
 UN; multilateralism

 But:
 Struggle to incorporate other (esp. 

eastern) parts of Indonesia into RI 
(federalism?)

 Internal struggle over identity

Sukarno and Tojo

Linggarjati negotiations

At UN, 1947



Turning inwards ...

Domestic problems at forefront:

 APRA, Andi Azis, RMS 

 Darul Islam 

 developing regional tensions 

 PRRI/Permesta 

 institutionalisation of  democratic 
governance; citizenship

 speed and depth of Dutch decolonization

International, but mostly played out 
domestically:

 furore over Mutual Security Act

 West New Guinea

 tensions over war reparations

Notwithstanding development of ―free and active‖ 
(bebas-aktip) foreign policy, Indonesia receded 
from international stage

―The essential 
point must be 
the building up 
[of]  a nation –
a strong 
national state‖

- Sukarno, interview 

with George Kahin, 
2 May 1949



Sukarno reinserted ...
Foreign relations and 
international visibility as  
means (although not the 
only means) of 
inserting/maintaining 
himself at the forefront of 
the Indonesian political 
scene

 Asian-African congress Bandung 
1955

 ―Trikora‖ campaign to wrest West 
Irian from the Dutch

 Confrontation of Malaysia

 NECOLIM, NEFOs and OLDEFOs 

 decision to quit United Nations 

 ambition ―to build the world anew‖, 
idea of ―living dangerously‖, the 
creation of Jakarta-Phnom Penh-
Hanoi-Beijing-Pyongyang ―axis‖



Another beginning: Suharto

 Suharto the provincial:
 did not leave small-town Central 

Java until almost twenty

 did not leave Java until he almost 
thirty, 

 did not travel overseas until he 
was forty

 did not take another foreign trip 
until he had been formally sworn 
in as president in 1968

 knew only Javanese and 
Indonesian with any fluency

 no background in Western 
learning. 

 but, like Sukarno, a master of 
employing foreign relations to 
domestic advantage - particularly 
in the quest of creating their own 
sense of what Indonesia should 
be.



Again, the foreign in pursuit of the domestic ...

 End of Confrontation 

 re-entry of Indonesia to the 
United Nations

 freezing relations with PRC

 establishing Indonesia as part of 
anti-communist sphere, politically 
but especially economically, by re-
engaging with the capitalist world

 ASEAN 

All these efforts consciously 
chosen to promote Suharto’s 
sense of Indonesian identity, 
along lines which became 
increasingly strongly integralist 
and homogenising, and to 
advance technocrat-led economic 
development.



Suharto’s ascendancy 

Until Suharto’s unchallenged 
supremacy (from mid-1980s), 
Indonesia maintained very low 
profile foreign policy

 Began to assert a larger role in 
the world:

 Non-Aligned Movement; 
Organisation of the Islamic 
Conference (North-South)

 APEC

 Cambodia

 Philippines – MNLF

 Suharto the sage …



Reformasi and after ...

 Phase II: engagement

 UN Security Council 2007-
08

 Anti-terrorist connections

 Role in G20

 ASEAN leadership

 Enhanced performance and 
reputation

 Exemplary role (economics, 
culture) (cf . Suharto)

Phase I: the primacy of the 
domestic:

 Economic rehabilitation 

 Construction of new social and 
governmental institutions 

 International image:

 military/militia violence in East 
Timor

 terrorist outrages in Bali 

 2004 tsunami and a variety of 
catastrophic earthquakes



Over the long haul ...

 Indonesian impact on the 
affairs of the world minimal

 Domestic demands always 
supreme

 Foreign affairs as disciplined 
servant of the domestic 

 Fixation on the domestic

 But why?
 Poverty: for much of the twentieth 

century Indonesia has remained very 
poor

 Education undeveloped

 Defence inward-looking

 Social and political institutions 
weak

 Indonesia’s weak civilisational 
reputation

 But this explanation not satisfactory 
(cf. Singapore, China, Brazil, India …)

“The essential point must be 
the building up [of]  a nation 
– a strong national state”

- Sukarno, interview with George 

Kahin, 2 May 1949



Identity and legitimacy

 Indonesia’s identity deeply 
fraught and violently contested 
for much of the twentieth 
century

 idea of Indonesia relatively 
undeveloped; not accepted 
benignly and unquestioningly 
outside Java/Sumatra core 
(Indonesia developed from the 
inside out)

 Task of defining what 
Indonesia was and what stood 
for, and then legitimizing that 
idea across archipelago.  

 Indonesia did a poor job in 
both those areas

“what we mean by the 
Indies nation has still to be 
formed, that is to say, it 
does not yet exist. The first 
spade has just been put 
into the ground, the seed 
has still to be sown”

- Cipto Mangunkusumo  
(1918)



Four efforts to solve the problem

 The parliamentary period

 Sukarno’s pseudo-
nativism

 Deliberate delegitimisation 
of past

 Showy, loud and empty

 Heavily personalised

 provided essential 
conditions for inflaming 
Indonesian political 
sectarianism in mid-1960s

 Inevitable triumph of army

 Suharto’s homogenisation

 Deliberate delegitimisation 
of past

 Integralist discourse

 ABRI steel

 Reformasi and after



Insecure identity, weak legitimacy ...

 Result: Indonesia’s identity the 
subject of continual 
fundamental reworking by 
different generations of 
leaders: lack of comfortable 
legitimacy reflected in lack of 
confidence in itself

 obsessive suspicion at the 
machinations of the world 
outside, and particularly at the 
West

 protestations against perceived 
slights: UN, Jenkins, IGGI 
(Pronk), East Timor, IMF, West 
Papua refugees …



Little to offer, little on offer

 Indonesia’s distracted 
obsessiveness with its identity 
and the questionable means it 
has often invoked to bring that 
into a desirable state of 
legitimacy …

 Result: world satisfied to leave 
Indonesia to itself; 
international interest never 
consistently strong over long 
term
 little to offer the international 

community, little on offer that 
might draw the world’s interest

 not a source of weighty or 
influential ideas



A new opportunity?

 Economy growing steadily: 
eighteenth largest in world

 Successful/peaceful democratic 
transition 

 Stable political system, 
increasingly deeply rooted 

 exemplar of desirable practice 
for other nations  (Egypt, 
Bangladesh)

 key to current international 
advance result of important 
improvements in Indonesia’s 
sense of own 
identity/legitimacy



The road from ambivalence to equanimity?

 Sought and received assistance 
from ASEAN and EU in monitoring 
Aceh peace agreement

 Increasingly respected member of 
G20

 Begun to project itself as positive 
force in world affairs
 hosted the International Conference of 

Islamic Leaders for Reconciliation in 
Iraq in April 2007, 

 recent efforts as ASEAN chair to 
moderate tensions in the South China 
Sea.  

 Expanded sense of international 
engagement and solidified identity and 
legitimacy acknowledged by visits to 
Indonesia of Clinton and Obama.



―In accordance with our own internal strength …

 A useful motif to explain apparent 
flaccidity of Indonesia’s long-term 
engagement with the world

 That weakness a result of Indonesia’s 
own internal weaknesses, a 
consequence of its leaders’ failures to 
create broadly accepted and legitimate 
sense—nationally and internationally—
of what Indonesia meant and of what it 
stood for.  

 as that strength gathers, as it currently 
promises, Indonesia to take a more 
purposeful and outward-looking view of 
its place in the world.

“We must place Indonesia 

first …. Our foreign policy 

must be in accordance 

with our own internal 

strength”
- Ruslan Abdulgani, interview with 

George Kahin, Jakarta, 13 June 

1957


