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Introduction 

Indonesia nowadays is a democratic country, or a flawed democratic country according to 

Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index 2011. Massive student protest in 1998 has 

brought down the authoritarian regime. According to the mainstream thought, democracy is 

the best form of governance that a country can has, however, based on many surveys
1
, most 

of Indonesians feel frustrated with the current democracy that Indonesia practices. Most of 

them think that the current condition is very “messy” and the condition in Suharto era (when 

Indonesia was in the so called developmental state model) is much better than the current 

condition. 

This essay tries to respond to the concern above. I argue in this essay that Indonesia should 

not back to the developmental state model. The first part of the essay will discusses the 

impact of regime type to policy outcomes in Indonesia, and then Indonesia’s experience both 

during developmental state and democracy model, and lastly outlining what Indonesia should 

do to maximize the democracy it currently practices. 

 

                                                           
1
 Based on surveys by CSIS and LSI (2012) and IndoBarometer (2011). Detail of the survey result will be 

discussed in the next part. 
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Regime Types and Its Impact on Policy Outcomes in Indonesia 

Regime type is defined as the mode of relationship between the state and the society which 

can be seen from the rule, norms, and philosophical approach of state towards its citizen. 

There are four main types of regime: authoritarian, semi authoritarian (hybrid regime), semi 

democracy, and democracy. Here is description of the regime type based on electoral process 

and pluralism, functioning of government, political participation, political culture, and civil 

liberties (Economist Intelligence Unit 2011).  

No Regime 

Type 

Electoral 

process 

Functioning 

of 

government 

Political 

participation 

Political culture Civil 

liberties 

1 Full 

democracy 

free and fair satisfactory high conducive respected 

2 Flawed 

democracy 

free and fair 

(infringement 

might exist) 

fair low underdeveloped respected 

3 Semi 

authoritarian 

substantial 

irregularities 

low very low very weak not 

respected 

4 Authoritarian not free and 

fair 

low very low very weak very 

weak 
Source: Economist Intelligence Unit 2011, processed 

Regime type clearly has impact on policy outcomes. For example is in the fiscal policy 

outcome. Smaller government spending will be resulted from presidential regime compared 

to parliamentarian regime. Besides that, smaller welfare program is also found in majoritarian 

election (Persson and Tabellini 2002).  

The proponents of democracy have argued that democracy is the best form of governance 

which can foster the development. They argued that values in democracy, such as 

transparency, accountability, equality, active civil society, and respected civil liberties, will 

lead to political stability, credible government policy, and legitimacy which in turn will 

induce economic growth, policy continuity, and development in general. However, based on 

many observations, political stability does not always exist in democratic countries. Thus, the 
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authoritarian or hybrid regimes adopted by many East Asian countries in their early 

development period, effectively eliminate this political instability, which in turn also result 

(economic) development. 

Indonesia has experienced almost all type of the regime. Indonesia had been in authoritarian 

regime, mainly in Soeharto era. After 1998, Indonesia transformed to be a democratic country 

or flawed democracy, some might say. During the Soekarno and Soeharto era, the decision 

making process was very much centralized. The policy implementation was efficient since 

there were very few opposition in government and society. During the democratic period, 

followed by rapid decentralization, the decision making in Indonesia are very much 

decentralized, except for some aspects such as tax collection, military and international 

relation affairs.  

 

Thirty Two Years of Experience as Developmental State 

Developmental state or state-led development is defined as a state which its development 

agenda is shaped by politics (Leftwich 1995). The state designs the institution to promote 

economic development while keeping its political influence. Six main features of 

developmental state are determined developmental elites, relative autonomy, a powerful 

economic bureaucracy, a weak civil society, effective management of non-state economic 

interest, and performance legitimacy (Leftwich 1995). From these features, mainly the weak 

civil society and relative autonomy features, it is very clear that developmental state concept 

is much related with the authoritarian or semi authoritarian regime described earlier
2
.  

                                                           
2
 The developmental state concept require a very strong government which can guarantee a fast (efficient) 

decision making and implementation process. In most cases, if not all, this condition requires a weak civil 

society which is very unsuitable with the democracy concept. Thus, it is very unlikely, a well-functioning 

democratic country categorized as developmental state.  
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Indonesia had experienced the developmental state model in Suharto’s era. General Soeharto 

became Indonesia’s president in 1966 in the very turbulent condition of Indonesia’s politics 

and security. Soeharto’s era, or the so called new order era, sufficiently satisfy the criteria of 

a developmental state. During the 32 years of the regime, Indonesia’s economy was steered 

by the so called “Berkeley Mafia”, a group of Indonesian economists who were just returned 

from their study in UC-Berkeley. The absolute autonomy of the president can be seen from 

“his far-reaching formal control” over all political parties (Maclntyre 2003). The civil society 

was relatively weak where organizing a meeting and establishing an organization was 

difficult. The state also effectively managed the non-state economic interest through the 

bureaucracy and army forces.  

One of the main performance legitimacies of developmental state is increase in the economic 

growth. This result can be seen in almost all Asian developmental state, such as Singapore, 

South Korea, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The graph below shows the economic size trend of 

those countries from 1970 to1996. 

 
Figure 1. Gross Domestic Product Trend 

Source: World Bank, processed 
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Indonesia’s GDP per capita has grown on the average of 7.20% from 1966 to 1997, right 

before the Asian financial crisis. There were also many capital inflow to Indonesia during this 

period. 

Indonesia under Democracy Regime: Reflection on the Past 14 Years 

Indonesia experienced a relatively quick democratization. Just one year after the authoritarian 

regime fell, Indonesia held its first free and fair general election, participated by 48 political 

parties. Indonesia also has undergone a considerable political decentralization in 2001. First 

direct election for president and local governors and mayors took place in 2004. The media 

and civil society have also grown in number all over Indonesia.  

Despite those positive facts, there are many negative reviews towards Indonesia’s democracy. 

Based on survey by Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) Indonesia in 2012, 

society’s support towards political parties in Indonesia keep decreasing because of public 

disappointment towards their performances (CSIS 2012). Majority of Indonesian also think 

that law enforcement in Indonesia has worsened over time (LSI 2012). Survey by 

IndoBarometer in May 2011 showed that only 31% of Indonesian said that era reformasi is 

better than Soeharto era, 50.4% of respondents said that era reformasi is worse than or just 

the same with Soeharto era (IndoBarometer 2011). The same (negative) assessment also 

reflected in many international surveys result. Some of them are presented in the table below.  

 
Figure 2. Selected Index on Indonesia in 2011 

Source: World Bank Agencies, World Economic Forum, and Economist Intelligence Unit, 2011, processed 

Indonesia in 2011

Index Rank Countries Surveyed

Global Competitiveness Index 46 142

Democracy Index 60 167

Corruption Perception Index 100 183

Ease of Doing Business Index 121 183



PP 5103 Term Paper 1 Page 6 
 

Most of unhappiness felt by Indonesians is caused by the increasing number of corruption 

scandal and the political instability (dynamics) in the country. Nowadays, more than ever, 

Indonesians public are witnessing increasing corruption scandal reported in the TV and 

newspaper, but the law enforcement still does not work. The quality of many government 

projects, such as public housing, bridges, buildings, etc., is also lower than Soeharto’s era 

because of the widespread of corruption in the public procurements from national until local 

level. Some estimate the leakage in government budget every year is around 30% of the 

budget (Syadullah 2011). 

Globalization: Main Reason Why Indonesia Cannot Turn Back 

Given the explanation above, the relevant question would be should Indonesia back to the 

developmental state model, which is much more stable in politics and (seemingly) low in 

corruption scandal? Some Indonesian would say yes, however I would argue No, because of 

some reasons. 

Firstly, the globalization, which takes place even faster from early 2000 until now, has 

strengthened the civil society movements. The number of non-governmental organization and 

society involvement in policy making process has increased dramatically since Indonesia 

started its democratization in 1998. Besides that, the advancement social media or internet in 

general has helped the society to express their ideas and un-satisfaction to the government 

which could cause non conducive environment if it were a developmental state. 

Globalization which also means a freer flow of ideas and ideology has created a challenge for 

the governmental state government. Chinese government, for example, has put a tight control 

on the media publication which can undermine the political stability. The return of educated 

Chinese from overseas who enjoyed a democratic life in the west also create another tension. 
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Secondly, developmental state model require a strong and clean bureaucracy, otherwise, the 

result will be disappointing. In this case, Indonesia’s track records are very bad, thus, it is 

very doubtful that Indonesia can succeed in the developmental state model. The previous 

developmental state era was not necessarily a successful model because of massive 

widespread of corruption in the government body. This is very different with Japan, South 

Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore who have been able to build a relatively clean bureaucracy. 

Thirdly, a weak civil society will only lead to a massive corruption. Maybe the corruption in 

Soeharto’s era is bigger than today’s corruption. It was just unexposed as much as today’s 

corruption scandal. If we refer to an authoritarian regime like China, the net increase of top 

70 Chinese legislature officials in 2011 is higher than the total wealth of top 660 US 

government officials in the three government branches (Forsythe 2012).  Soeharto’s wealth 

after 32 years in power was also estimated very huge, ranging from US$10 to 40 billion, not 

to mention his cronies’ wealth. 

Lastly, in the globalization era, when countries are up for a competition (in attracting the 

capital inflow), the “playing field” has changed from where it was in 1960s. In 1960s, to 

attract investment, a political stability was a big concern, however, nowadays, political 

stability is not enough. Investor requires a transparent and human right respectful country. 

When a country cannot satisfy that, investor could look into other countries. 

Closing: Maximizing the Democracy Era 

Indonesians’ preference towards authoritarian regime because of low level of corruption 

cases and a more stable political dynamics is not quite rational. The un-independent media 

and paralyzed law enforcement in the developmental state had made corruptions cases seem 

low because it is hardly can be detected in public sphere. If we look at the trend, Indonesian 

governance does improve from year to year since the democratization began. 
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The more appropriate response, that Indonesians should take, is maximizing the democracy 

that Indonesia has or making the democracy well-functioning like in other democratic 

countries, instead of turning back to the developmental state model. What Indonesians 

actually need is a state capacity or a well-functioning government, not the authoritarian 

regime (Basri 2011). Two strategies, that Indonesia can take, are outlined below. 

Firstly, improve the education level. Democracy needs sufficient education level to be 

adopted in current days (Glaeser, Ponzetto and Shleifer 2007). Higher education level will 

lead to higher political or civic participation. Thus the right action should be educating the 

societies. Government needs to improve the education’s quality of its citizen, where in 2010 

only 45.48% of Indonesians continue its education to secondary level (BPS RI 2010). 
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Secondly, implement a better internal control system and make more use of Information, 

Communication, and Technology (ICT) in government operation. This will lead to a better 

government run and increase transparency to the public. 

As the conclusion, in this essay I outlined how a regime type can affect policy outcomes and 

why Indonesia should not back to the developmental state model despite many deficiencies in 

Indonesia’s current democracy. The wiser act should be improving Indonesia’s democracy 

practice, not to abandon it. 
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