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BOOK REVIEW

ARIANTO A. PATUNRU, MARI PANGESTU, AND M.
CHATIB BASRI, EDS.

Indonesia in the New World
Globalisation, Nationalism and Sovereignty

Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 2018, 333 pp.

'The world we live in is in constant flux. Nowadays, the rise of populism,
protectionism, and extreme nationalism have cast a dark shadow on
many societies. We have heard and read about it endlessly: leaders
who employ divisive rhetoric to aggravate the anger and frustrations
of multitudes; law enforcers who justify the use of brute force in
the name of peace and order; unsustainable economic policies and
reforms that promote the interests of a few; laws being weaponized to
target ethnic minorities, the poor, and the marginalized; institutions
that turn a blind eye to justice and the horrors of a forgotten past;
and social media accounts that spread fake news and alternative facts.
In this age of globalization, how should states manage societies and
engage the rest of the world?

Organized as a collection of papers presented at the 35th
Indonesia Update Conference at the Australian National University,
Indonesia and the World: Globalisation, Nationalism and Sovereignty
explores how Southeast Asia’s biggest country continues to struggle
in redefining and reimagining the nation in the twenty-first century.
Faced with the challenges and opportunities presented by a highly
globalized world, Indonesia straddles between the complexity
of its political past and present-day efforts to achieve economic
development. Discussing various state measures that introduce
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protectionist, populist, and sometimes strict nationalistic economic
policies, this body of work delves into Indonesia’s “insecurity with its
own identity and place in the world” (45).

After a brief introduction of the book in Chapter 1, the second
and third chapters begin with a lesson on Indonesia’s colonial past and
its post-war project of instituting what Edward Aspinall refers to as
“new nationalism.” Serving as a springboard for succeeding chapters,
this section outlines how national leaders like Sukarno, Suharto, and
even Widodo have turned to institutional redesign, drastic economic
policies, and political rhetoric to reshape Indonesian national identity.

One might recall that in Benedict Anderson’s groundbreaking
work, Imagined Communities, he begins with an observation of how
“since World War II, every successful revolution has defined itself in
national terms . . . and, in so doing, has grounded itself firmly in a
territorial and social space inherited from the prerevolutionary past”
(1983). He further asserts that nationhood is a cultural artefact—
having been born out of a complex crossing of discrete historical
forces.

In Indonesia and the New World, the country’s narrative is
presented as a product of “the ‘spirit of struggle’ (semangat perjuangan)
of the early nationalists and how this spirit should guide contemporary
Indonesians” (41). Building upon anti-colonial, anti-imperialist
sentiments and the nation’s bloody struggle for independence, this
outlook continues to dictate the way Indonesia approaches issues
such as sovereignty, economic self-sufficiency, migration, gender, and
poverty. Moreover, its emerging discontent with globalization and
distrust of democratic institutions as well as trade protectionism give
us a glimpse of how Indonesia engages with the rest of the world.

For instance in Chapter 4, we see how territorial disputes
between China and several Southeast Asian countries have created
an opportunity for Indonesia to flex its diplomatic muscles before the
international community. When Chinese fishing vessels were caught
operating without any permit in Natuna waters, the government
reiterated its stance that said territory belonged to Indonesia. The
following month, President Widodo boarded a military vessel and
observed military exercises being conducted in the area. Such an act
on the part of their government sent a powerful message: Indonesians
are united in preventing and combatting any foreign power that
attempts to trample on their national territory.

In Ernest Gellner’s book, Thought and Change, he argued that
“nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness: it
invents nations where they do not exist” (1964, 168), implying that it
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is not enough for people to individually imagine themselves as being
part of a community to call it a nation. In the same manner, going
beyond imagined shared attributes and a passive knowledge of the
‘other,” Gellner (1983, 7) lists down “two very makeshift, temporary”
definitions of what a nation is, stating that:

1 Two men are of the same nation if and only if they share
the same culture, where culture in turn means a system
of ideas and signs and associations and ways of behaving
and communicating. 2 Two men are of the same nation if
and only if they recognize each other as belonging to the
same nation. In other words, nations maketh man; nations
are the artefacts of men’s convictions and loyalties and
solidarities. A mere category of persons ... becomes a
nation if and when the members of the category firmly
recognize certain mutual rights and duties to each other
in virtue of their shared membership of it.

When Gellner emphasized the significance of partaking in a shared
culture in defining a nation, he also recognized how systems of ideas,
signs, and ways of behaving contribute to the state’s legitimacy and
the nation’s very subsistence. Thus, when the Indonesians needed
a familiar face and a palpable symbol of the nation during a tense
situation, President Widodo immediately responded. He reiterated
Indonesia’s dominion over its national waters and united an entire
nation against an emerging global superpower by steering and
commanding a large military vessel—the same powerful image
depicted on the book cover of Indonesia in the New World.

'The state’s constant reproduction of a shared culture is presented
in Chapter 5 of Indonesia in the New World, where the nationalist
project rears its “ugly head” to issues surrounding food security. To
address the poor’s lack of access to food, the state used the rhetoric
of kedaulatan pangan or food sovereignty, paving the way for what
is envisioned as a sovereign and self-sufficient nation. Hoping
to defend it from foreign interests and feed the bangsa or nation,
past and present administrations turned to large-scale food estates
and reduced dependence on imports to assert political legitimacy.
President Sukarno’s 1952 speech gives the readers a glimpse of this
drastic change in policy direction. He said, “Why bother talking
about political freedom if we don’t have the freedom to manage
our own rice, and always have to beg for help to buy rice from our
neighboring nations?” (77). Unfortunately, instead of tackling the
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root cause of the problem head on, these measures only resulted in
a rise in poverty levels, making food more expensive and allowing
corrupt practices to persist in the government.

'This growing trend of enacting protectionist policies pursuant to
nationalist goals is further seen in succeeding chapters. For example
in Chapter 6, resource nationalism takes center stage in the form of
government policies that ban the exportation of minerals and support
state-owned mining companies. Referred to by Eve Warburton as
“part of a re-emergent developmentalist model” (91), these decisions
paint the Indonesian state’s active role in economic planning, further
promoting its goal of protecting the country from foreign exploitation
and competition. Chapter 8 takes off from this discussion, beginning
on the premise that restrictions on international trade seem to have
resulted in a slowdown in poverty reduction efforts as well as the
widening gap between the rich and poor.

In Chapter 9, the introduction of trade reforms is further
scrutinized in the field of gender and labor studies. The authors
argue that these economic measures have direct effects on “labour
market discrimination, skill-biased technological change, sectoral
segregation, and the sectoral structure of employment” (157). They
discuss how the gradual rise in women participation in the labor
market has not expanded but in fact has plateaued given its limited
exposure to international trade. Furthermore, the authors conclude
that “the focus of trade activities shifted towards sectors that were
relatively male intensive, such as mining” (177).

Chapter 10, on the other hand, explores how Indonesian
companies are adjusting to new global trends due to heightened
competition in the international market. It begins with a short survey
of globalization shifts under the Sukarno, Suharto, and reformasi era,
pointing out how Indonesia struggled to maintain a balance between
nationalistic goals and the influx of global trends. It describes how
in the beginning the Indonesian state employed economic concepts
such as “self-sufficiency” and “standing on one’s own two feet”
(berdiri di atas kaki sendiri, or berdikari) to form a brand of national
consciousness that would justify its control over business activity
and several enterprises. Turning to import-substitution and selective
policies toward foreign investment, the government laid down its
plans for industrialization, which resulted in granting protection and
tavors to large, established companies. Faced with the rise of associated
risks brought about by a more interconnected and interdependent
world, Indonesia’s government struggled to step up its game to allow
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“a strong regulatory framework and effective institutions to optimize
the benefits of globalisation” (195).

Indonesia’s journey toward reimagining the modern nation-
state necessitated the creation of a new set of beliefs and practices.
This reflects what Eric Hobsbawm refers to as the ‘invention of
tradition.” In the book of the same title, Hobsbawm emphasized how
invented traditions function to establish or symbolize social cohesion;
to legitimize institutions, statuses, or relations of authority; and to
socialize and inculcate beliefs, value systems, and conventions of
behavior. Defined as a “set of practices, normally governed by overtly
or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which
seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition,
which automatically implies continuity with the past” (Hobsbawm
and Roger 1983, 1), invented traditions have undoubtedly become
valuable and indispensable components in fostering Indonesia’s
transition from being an imagined community to an active political
machinery of the state.

In fact, Hobsbawm particularly pointed out that during the
nineteenth century, the “consequent invention of ‘political’ traditions
was more conscious and deliberate, since it was largely undertaken by
institutions with political purposes in mind” (Hobsbawm and Roger
1983, 263). By using and shaping invented traditions as semblances
of control and governance over the Indonesian population, new
nationalism, as a goal of the state, inevitably created problematic
collective imaginings of the nation. Even Hobsbawm acknowledges
this tendency of invented traditions to be actual sites of struggle
because they “use history as a legitimator of action and cement of
group cohesion” (ibid., 12).

The next three chapters of Indonesia in the New World explore
this utilization of invented traditions by showing how Indonesia’s
new nationalism has deeply affected issues surrounding the
movement of people across borders, such as migration, labor, and
human trafficking. In Chapter 11, the advent of digital technology
and automation is highlighted as an economic hurdle for the state,
given how manufacturing exports have slowed down in the reformasi
era. According to the authors, “[a] concerning finding is that the rate
of automation in the labour-intensive textiles, clothing and footwear
industry . . . is slightly higher than the rate in non-labour-intensive
manufacturing” (215). How can less skilled workers, who are at a
disadvantaged position, catch up with this rising trend? How can
they take on highly technical jobs that respond to the demands of a

Book Review 131



more digital world? The tight restrictions imposed by the government
on inflows of skilled and professional labor from abroad can only
do so much. As argued by the authors, “[d]igital technology will
make many unskilled workers redundant, and will probably increase
inequality” (202).

'This problem is further explored in Chapter 12, where attention
is given to the Village of Care for Migrant Workers program. One of
the biggest problems in the labor and migrants sector in Indonesia
is the susceptibility of many low-skilled migrant workers from poor
villages to illegal recruitment and human trafficking. The Desbumi
program, which was initiated by an NGO called Migrant CARE,
has been lauded as a good model for its quick and people-centered
response in protecting the rights of these migrants. However, as
pointed out by the author, the government should not rely purely on
civil society to do the work. The existing program “must be reinforced
by district government services to help prospective migrants obtain
passports, undergo health checks and receive pre-departure training”
(241).

Chapter 13 reiterates this need given that human trafhcking is
both a product and demand of increasing globalization across the
world. It further exposes the inability of the government to provide
protection and prevent the exploitation of Indonesian workers both
locally and abroad. Using the case of East Nusa Tenggara, Indonesia’s
southernmost province, as a point of reference, the author argues
how its people remain impoverished and “continue to be the object
of the most banal form of capitalism” (260). The growing reliance
on civil society to respond to migration-related problems and the
government’s failure to anticipate them are very telling of how
Indonesia’s brand of new nationalism has not fully grasped the
consequences of a more integrated global economy.

'The last two chapters explore how Indonesia’s new nationalism
has become a manifestation of its ambivalence toward the promises
and advantages of globalization. In Chapter 14, the author traces
Indonesia’s first venture in implementing a developmentalist
framework with the manufacturing of export products such as
garments, footwear, and electronics. But consistency is key for any
country to succeed in such an endeavor. At this point, the author
reminds us that “to participate in the global economy, countries need
not only to open their economies to trade, investment and technology,
but also to invest in infrastructure, skills and health, in order to ensure
that the benefits of openness are widely distributed” (268). When
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Indonesia faced stiff global competition, economic mismanagement,
and political turmoil, it resorted back to inward-looking policies
and the prospects of a high-performing economy began to dwindle.
Interestingly, the author ends by acknowledging the fact that despite
its failure to reach the peak of economic development, Indonesia
succeeded in its “transition from authoritarian to democratic rule and
the maintenance of its territorial integrity” (291).

Finally, Chapter 15 presents Indonesia’s experience in
international cooperation and regional economic integration at the
turn of the twenty-first century. It lists down the different reforms
it undertook when it opened its borders and began developing deep
economic ties with other countries and organizations such as the World
Trade Organization (WTO), the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
(APEC), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).
These actions on the part of Indonesia have proven to be beneficial
not only in terms of providing it with opportunities to potentially
rise as a regional leader, but also in establishing a mechanism of
checks and balances for its institutions, pushing for trade facilitation,
and contributing to the growth of tourism services across the country.
However, in recent years, the country has reenacted protectionist
policies to promote self-sustenance and domestic processing. Harking
back to early post-war notions of nationhood fueled by anti-foreign
sentiments and the quest for self-preservation, present-day Indonesia
continues to struggle in navigating through international relations and
committing itself to openness and economic cooperation. This is an
interesting conclusion given that the book began with a contrasting
premise: in its rich historical past, the Indonesian archipelago has
always been seen as “an unlikely location for a single mercantilist or
protectionist nation-state” (17).

Undoubtedly, Indonesia in the New World is an important
contribution to the existing body of scholarly work on Indonesian
and Southeast Asian studies. It presents a multi-faceted approach
in understanding how nationalism continues to take on new forms,
shaping the decisions of world leaders and governments as they take
on the gargantuan task of managing modern societies. In the case
of Indonesia, its attempts in institutionalizing new nationalism in
governance, policy-making, and international affairs have resulted
in a calculated and at times, lukewarm response to globalization.
While discussions on nationalism would usually revolve around the
use of political rhetoric, manifestations of allegiance and civic duty,
and the institutionalization of national memory, the book traverses a
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different path and builds upon economic policies as new foundations
in solidifying national identity. On one hand, through the everyday
reproduction of ideas, signs, and symbols, the Indonesian state
gains legitimacy and frames political, economic, and socio-cultural
constructs in nationalist terms. In this light, protectionism is justified
as an adequate response to the ongoing struggle against foreign
interest, capital, and investment. Programs that address food insecurity
become a pretext to stir people’s emotions, reinterpreting it as drivers
for self-sufficiency, security, and well-being. On the other hand,
the book also argues that it is Indonesia’s occasional indecisiveness
and volatile response to globalization that have resulted in bigger
problems such as poverty, inequality, corruption, unemployment, and
transnational crimes. In the end, this book becomes a useful guide
on how nationalism can work both as a powerful tool in instilling
a sense of unity and common identity among populations and in
sowing seeds of distrust within the international community. It is
definitely a must-read for students, teachers, and those in positions
of great power and responsibility.
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