


The Politics of NGOs in Indonesia 

Non-governmental organisations have proved crucial to political and social 
development in developing countries, and perhaps none more so than fndonesia, 
Southeast Asia's biggest country. 

This book deals with two major issues: how Indonesian NGOs survived under 
Suharto's authoritarian rule; and how NGOs contributed to . the promotion of 
democracy in the post-Suharto era. NGOs are often perceived as the cornerstones 
of a vibrant civil society, providing voices for the disenfranchised and creating 
centres of influence outside the state. Yet through an analysis of primary material, 
Bob S. Hadiwinata's fascinating study argues that NGOs must adjust their activ
ities in accordance with local social and political conditions, and that NGOs are 
sometimes at odds with the local communities they purport to represent. lf NGOs 
are to change from 'development' to 'movement' in democratic post-Suharto 
Indonesia they must adjust not only their management and working style, but also 
their very ideology. 

This comprehensive study will be an important book for scholars interested in 
Asian studies, Indonesian politics and development studies. 

Bob S. Hadiwinata is Head of the Department of International Relations at the 
University of Parahyangan, Bandung, Indonesia. 
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Preface 

This book argues that a complete understanding of NGO operations as the 'third 
sector' organisations can be achieved if we perceive NGOs as both 'institutions' 
(since they have permanent office, organisational structure, leadership, manage
ment, staff members, statute and the like) and ' movements' (with commitment to 
political transformation, revolutionary change, informality, flexibil ity, spontane
ity and so forth). I t  is this dual identity that makes an NGO an interesting agency. 

Although the NGO movement is not a new phenomenon for lndonesia, an 
enlightened version of them thrived from the late 1960s and early 1970s when 
students and intellectuals formed organisations which were dedicated to commu
nity development activities. In the 1970s, amid the realisation that the government 
was unable to reach the poorest, NGOs received full support from the New Order 
government as they were expected to help the government in providing low cost 
health care, small credits and training on micro-enterprises. 

From the mid- I 980s, however, I ndonesian NGOs entered a new era when the 
New Order government sought to co-opt or in some ways neutralise their activities 
as a manifestation of President Suharto's 'de-ideologisation' and 'de-politicisation' 
strategies. In this situation, no organisations - including NGOs - were allowed to 
pursue any ideology other than Pancasila (the five moral principles); and they 
were not allowed to carry out any activities without the government's consent. As 
a result, there was no room for Jndonesian NGOs to nurture a strong ideological 
basis which would have been crucial in guiding their attempt to generate a move
ment. They were also compelled to adjust to the political situation by adopting a 
low-profile approach in which political controversies and strong words that may 
arouse suspicion were avoided. 

The research for this book was carried out in the last years of the New Order 
government and again in the years following the fall of Suharto. During my first 
field research (October 1996-September 1997), I was able to record NGOs' 
attempt to help the underprivileged in the area of community development, grass
roots empowerment, and democratic education amid the government's constant 
attempt to control their activities. My second research in May-August 200 I had 
allowed me to learn about new hopes as well as challenges faced by Indonesian 
NGOs after the fall of Suharto. The post-Suharto government's decision to allow 
the formation of new political organisations and the removal of all regulations 
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controlling organisational activities in I 998 seemed to have provided ample 
opportunity for society to become involved in political activities. The impact of 
this new development on NGOs' activities was obvious. If during the New Order 
government NGOs had to compromise their radical ideologies to avoid a possible 
ban or dissolution, in the post-Suharto era they can openly disclose their radical 
identity without the risk of being repressed. 

In the post-Suharto era, the role of NGOs in both community development and 
empowerment becomes more crucial for at least two reasons. First, the economic 
disruption and widespread impoverishment after the collapse of the Indonesian 
currency, the rupiah, in I 997 and the political persecutions and civil disturbances 
in 1998 brought new demands from society to which NGOs cannot turn a blind 
eye. NGOs committed to both 'development' and 'human rights' would seem to 
play a greater role in mitigating the impact of the economic downturn. Poverty 
has opened up new opportunities for development NGOs to expand their charity, 
self-help and micro-enterprise activities to help the underprivileged. One major 
concern in the post-Suharto era is the decline of living standards in both urban 
and rural areas as a consequence of the implementation of the structural adjust
ment policies, which generates unemployment, the removal of government subsi
dies on basic items and the collapse of the social security system. Some new 
NGOs are formed to distribute loans and grants from various international devel
opment agencies - the World Bank, TMF, USAID, UNDP, and so on - to the urban 
and rural poor, especially those who are badly affected by the financial crisis 
(urban workers, farmers and the like). During 1998-2000, thousands of NGOs 
were involved in the disbursement of the government-sponsored Jaringan 

Pengaman Sosial (social safety-nets) programme. Moreover, the lessening of the 
military's political control of societal activities has increased NGOs' acceptabil
ity among the rural poor. Beneficiaries are no longer demanding approval from 
the local authorities prior to NGOs' operation in their neighbourhood. 

Second, in a situation where the opportunity to engage in political activities 
arises, those NGOs committed to 'democratisation' have much to do to create a 
condition that will allow the democratisation to proceed. As a result, facilitating 
the transition to democracy becomes an agenda for Indonesian NGOs, including 
those which are previously considered to be conservative. Indonesian NGOs had 
undoubtedly contributed to the fall of the New Order government. Their endless 
pro-democracy campaigns and political education programmes since the early 
1990s had generated a feeling of being oppressed among the people, especially 
those in the marginalised spectrum both in urban and rural areas. More impor
tantly, notwithstanding the New Order government's systematic attempt to control 
all types of organisation in society (students, workers, peasants, professionals, 
women and so on), Indonesian NGOs were able to preserve the idea of people's 
sovereignty (kedaulatan rakyat) and conveyed it to the grassroots population. 
Thus, when the transition to a more democratic political system was initiated in 
1998, it did not take much time to encourage grassroots population to support the 
gerakan reformasi (reform movement) since they were already familiarised with 
the idea of people's sovereignty and were prepared to defend it at all costs. 
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Preface ix 

Although NGOs' ability to facil itate the transition to democracy is debatable, 
their access to grassroots organisations and their commihnent to empower the ,, 
marginalised groups have generated optimism that NGOs will contribute to the " 
strengthening of Indonesian civil society much needed to generate demand for a 
more accountable, clean and transparent government. Some politically oriented ,, 
NGOs have attempted to boost the democratisation by focusing on three crucial 
activities. First, an attempt to draw political and ideological boundaries within the 
existing groups in society. Second, an effort to develop a common political plat
form that should lead to the formation of a collective action involving different 
social and political groups. Third, a more serious attempt to form grassroots net
works and coalitions in order to build a strong civil society. 

These activities are crucial in Indonesian context, given that the democratisa
tion is seriously challenged by the feeling of frustration towards the volatility of 
the political transition. Frustrated with ongoing conflicts and public disorder dur
ing the transition to democracy, some conservative elements of the society 
express their demand for a possible return of a Suharto-like authoritarian govern
ment. Having enjoyed a relatively stable political situation during Suharto's 
authoritarian rule, the conservatives are convinced that limitation on political 
activities of society will guarantee order and stability. This new development has 
alarmed NGO activists of a possible disruption to the democratisation which 
evolved from 1998. In order to prevent this conservatism from spreading across 
the country, NGO community feels it necessary to strengthen their attempt to 
establish networks and to replicate their workshop, training and campaign activi
ties. This is exactly what has been done by many NGOs in the post-Suharto era. 

Despite their success in making grassroots people determine their own devel
opment and in facilitating the transition to democracy, Indonesian NGOs remain 
unclear about their management system. Although they develop a more or less 
sustainable organisational structures, they remain ambiguous about the issues of 
career progression, staff development, leadership, managerial authority and 
accountability, financial management and other essential components of a mod
ern management. Our cases seem to indicate that small NGOs tend to face less 
pressure of professionalisation, which affect their seriousness in developing the 
technical and managerial skills of their employees and in adopting an effective 
leadership. Meanwhile, large NGOs have more serious concern on staff develop
ment, career progression and leadership due to their awareness to act as a profes
sional organisation. As a result, the activities of small NGOs often depend on the 
presence of a strong leader, while large NGOs depend on the rules and proce
dures, which guarantee more stability and sustainabil ity. In terms of financial 
management, those NGOs capable of running commercial programmes tend to be 
more financially self-sufficient, which ensures stability and independence. 
Meanwhile, those NGOs focusing on mobilisation and empowerment activities 
arc dependent on foreign donors. In judging NGOs' accountabil ity, one should 
consider both external and internal dynamics of NGO operation. Our cases sug
gest that factors such as NGOs' status of being yayasan (which implies a non
democratic character), their role as 'virtual representatives' of the people whom 
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they represent and the low level of demand for accountability both from target 
groups and public in general appear to have prevented Indonesian NGOs from 
developing an effective accountability system. 

In this study, although a great deal information is drawn from participatory 
observation and in-depth interviews, it is not a pure ethnography. My analysis is 
also based on what other authors or scholars think, write or say about J ndoncsian 
NGOs in general as well as those NGOs used in the case studies. Since 
Indonesian NGOs rarely write about themselves, except what they write in their 
reports, the only information I can find from ' insiders' is through NGO activists 
whom J interviewed, their reports, bulletins, leaflets and meeting minutes made 
by NGO staff members. Data from state agencies and other external sources are 
also used insofar as they support the arguments developed throughout this study. 
In selecting NGOs in a place where organisations have been and continue to be 
numerous, varied and active, and often act in concert with each other, I hope to 
indicate the range of issues that arise in assessing NGOs in Indonesia or 
Yogyakarta (Java) in particular. 

l ' .. 

Ac� 

The re: 
1996 t1 
was SL 
Counc 
cspeci: 

Add 
which 
obtain 
vided: 
Sci enc 

The 
Bandu 
way. I 
Sci enc 
Jemad 
Indro 
resean 
Parah) 
manm 

In i: 

of deb 
visor) 
thank 
Camb 
have� 
for th< 
whose 
a bool 
by the 
this b1 

Sev 
Susan 
mg rn 



1 target 
s from 

ipatory 
lysis is 
mesian 

Since 
n their 
::tivists 
; made 
ces arc 
: study. 
�to be 
1ope to 
:sia or 

Acknowledgements 

The research for this book was carried out in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, from October 
1 996 to September 1 997 and again from May to August 200 I .  The first research 
was supported by The British Chevcning Awards administered by The British 
Council Jakarta. I am grateful to The British Council Jakarta's administrators, 
especially Dr Alan Rogerson and Ycyet Sriyanti for their support. 

Additional support was provided by King's College, Cambridge University, for 
which I am grateful to Dr Basim Mussalam and Janet Luff who helped me to 
obtain support from King's College fellowships. Sylvana Dean generously pro
vided institutional support during my study at the Faculty of Social and Political 
Sciences, Cambridge University. 

The Parahyangan Reseach I nstitute at Parahyangan Catholic University, 
Bandung, has provided Indonesian institutional assistance in every conceivable 
way. I am deeply grateful to my col leagues al the Faculty of Social and Political 
Sciences, Parahyangan Catholic University, especially Pius Suratman, Alcks 
Jemadu, Mangadar, Pius Prasetya, Nyoman Sudira, Purwadi, Andre Pareira, Nur 
Indro and many others whose encouragement and friendship have kept my 
research going. I must thank Frank Landsman at the Language Centre of 
Parahyangan Catholic University who has patiently helped me in making the 
manuscript more readable. Jeff Lenz also helped me in improving my writing. 

In producing the early draft of the manuscript, I have incurred a large number 
of debts to a number of people. l sincerely thank Geoffrey Hawthorn (my super
visor) for his stimulating comments and suggestions of my early drafts. I must 
thank David Lehmann for his support and encouragement during my study at 
Cambridge. I also thank Charles Elliott and John Side! whose critical comments 
have substantially improved my early draft. Of course, I bear sole responsibility 
for the contents and analyses in this book. I am deeply grateful to Herbert Feith 
whose friendship and encouragement had helped me to turn my dissertation into 
a book. He made me think differently about Indonesian politics. I was so appalled 
by the tragic accident in Melbourne, Australia, that took his life. For this reason, 
this book is dedicated to him. 

Several others deserve special mention. I thank Mike and Vi Webb, Keith and 
Susanne Heywood, Ryan and Wai-Li Rabbet and others at Link House for help
ing me make Cambridge feel like home. Craig Fowlie and Jennifer Lovell at 

" 



,, 

" 
/ 

x11 Acknowledgements 

Routledge were patient and encouraging at al l  stages of the production of this 
book. I sincerely thank Duncan McCargo for his support and guidance - often 
given from far-distant places. My largest debt, however, is to my wife Dinari 
whose love, encouragement and endless support have kept my work going. 

Bob S. Hadiwinata 
Bandung, Indonesia 

February 2002 

I I 

Abt 

ABRI 

ADB 
ANG01 
APBD 

Apsari 
BAKIJ\ 

Bandes 
Bapped 

Bappen 

Bi mas 
BIPIK 

BPD 
BPS 
BRAC 
BR! Ut 
BSY 
Bu log 
BUUD 
BTI 
Camat 
CD-Be 
CGI 
CODE 
COME 
CPSM 
Danrar 
DIY 
DPR 
DPRD 

FKMY 

FP!S 

GAD 



of this 
- often 
Dinari 

winata 
onesia 
y 2002 

Abbreviations and acronyms 

ABRI 

ADB 
A NGOC 
APBD 

Apsari 
BAKIN 

Bandes 
Bappeda 

Bappenas 

Bi mas 
BIPIK 

BPD 
BPS 
BRAC 
BRI Unit Desa 
BSY 
Bu log 
BUUD 
BTI 
Ca mat 
CD-Bethesda 
CGI 
CODE-NGO 
COME'NGOs 
CPSM 
Danramil 
DIY 
DPR 
DPRD 

FKMY 

FPIS 

GAD 

) 
I 

Angkata11 Bersenjata l?epublik Indonesia or Armed Forces 
of the Republic of Indonesia 
the Asian Development Bank 
the Asian Non-Governmental Organisation Coalition 
A11ggara11 Pe11dapata11 clan Belanja Daerall or Regional Development 
Budget 
Akseptor Keluarga Bere11ca11a Lestari or Family Planning Group 
Badan Koordinasi lnte/ejen Negara or State Intelligence 
Co-ordinating Board 
Bantuan Pedesaa11 or village development assistance 
Badan Perenca11aa11 Pe111bang1111an Daerall or the Regional 
Development Planning Board 
Badan Perencanaan Pe111ba11g1111a11 Nasional or the National 
Development Planning Board 
Bi111bi11ga11 Masyarakal or Agricultural Mass Guidance 
Bimbingan dan Pengembangan lndustri Keci/ or Guidance and 
Development of Small Industries 
Badan Perwakilan Desa or Village Representative Body 
Badan Pusat Statistik or Centre of the Statistical Bureau 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee 
the village units of the Indonesian People's Bank 
Bina Swadaya Yogyakarta 
Badan Urusan Logistik or the Food Logistics Agency 
Badan Usalla Unit Desa or Village Unit Enterprises 
Barisan Tani /11do11esia or Indonesian Peasants' Front 
sub-district head 
Community Development Unit of the Bethesda Hospital 
Consultative Group for Indonesia (replaced IGGI in 1992) 
Caucus of Development Non-governmental Organisations Networks 
Come-and-go NGOs (tly-by-night NGO entrepreneurs) 
Centre for Participatory Social Management 
Ko111a11dan Koramil or the Sub-district Military Commander 
Daerah lstimewa Yogyakarta or Yogyakarta Special Province 
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Communication Forum 
Front Pembe/a Islam Surakarta or the Islamic Defense Front of 
Surakarta 
Gender and Development 
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or Solidarity Group for the Victims of Kedung Ombo Construction Project 
Kelompok Swac/aya Mandiri or People's Self-reliant Group 
Kelompok Usalia Bersama or Joint Effort Group 
Koperasi Unit Desa or Village Unit Co-operatives 
Krec/it Usa/ia Kecif or Small-enterprise Credit Scheme 
Krecfit Usa/ia Pede.man or Village General Lending Programme 
Kredit Usalia Tani or Farmers' Enterprise Credit 
Lembaga Ketalianan Masyarakat Desa or Village people's Defense Council 
Lembaga Musyawarali Desa or Village People's Consultative Assembly 
Lembaga Penge111banga11, Penelilian, clan Penc/idikan Ekonomi-Sosiaf or 
Institute for Social-economic Research, Education and Development 
Lembaga Pengembang Swadaya Masyarakat or Self-reliant Community 
Support Institutions 
Lembaga Swadaya Masyarakat or Self-reliant Community Institutions 
Majefis Per111usyawara1c111 Rakya1 or People's Consultative Assembly 
Membership Support Organisations 
Normalisasi Keliidupan Kampus/Badan Koordinasi Kampus or the 
Normalisation of Campus Life/the Campus Co-ordinating Body 
the Netherlands Organisation for International Development 
Co-operation 
01ganisasi Rakyat or People's Organisation 
01ga11isasi Massa or mass organisations 
01ganisasi non-pemerinlafi or Non-governmental Organisations 
Organisasli Tanpa Benluk or formless organisation 
Oxford Committee for Famine Relief (an international NGO based in the 
United Kingdom) 
Pendapalan Asfi Daerah or original regional income 
Partai Amanah Nasional or National Mandate Party 
special inquiry committee in the people's representative body (DPR) 
Participatory Action Research 
Partai Bulan Bintang or Star and Moon Party 
Parlai Demokrasi Indonesia or Indonesian Democratic Party 
Partcti Demokrasi Indonesia Pe1juangan or Indonesian Democratic Party of 
Struggle 
Pemerinta/i Daerali or local administration 
Perat111w1 Daerali or local government regulation 
Perusaliaan Tambang Mifik Negara or the state oil corporation 
Perkebunan lnli Rakyci/ or Nucleus Estate Small-holders 
Primary Grassroots Groups 
Parlai Kebangkitan Bangsa or National Awakening Party 
Partai Komunis Indonesia or Indonesian Communist Party 
Pembinaan Kesejahteraan KefuClfga or Family Welfare Guidance 
Perhimpwwn Pesanlren clan Pengembangan Masyarakal or Association for 
Pesanlren and Community Development 
Kepolisian Sektor or sub-district police office 
Petugas Penyufuh Lapangan or Field Extension Workers 
Parlai Persatuan Pembangunan or United Development Party 
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xvi Abbreviations and acronyms 

PRA 

PRD 
Prokesa 
Puskesmas 
P2W-KSS 

Repclita 
Rp 
SBPY 

SBSI 

SIP 
SMID 

SPSI 
sscr 
Susenas 
TNI 

UMR 
USAID 
USC 

UU Ormas 
WALHI 
WID 
YAKKUM 

YAPPIKA 

Yasanti 
Y LBHI 

Y STM 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (a method of assessment of 
rural development problems) 
Partai Rakyat Demokrasi or People's Democratic Party 
Promotor Kesehatan Desa or the state-formed village health cadre 
Pusat Kesehatan Masyarakat or the government-run health centre 
Peningkatan Peran Wanita menuju Keluarga Sehat Sejahtera or 
Programme for the Improvement of Women's Role and the Family 
Welfare 
Rencana Pe111ba11gunan Lima Ta/11111 or Five-year Development Plan 

Rupiah (the Indonesian currency) 
Sekretariat Bersama Pere111p11a11 Yogyakarta or Yogyakarta Women Joint 
Secretariat 
Serikat Buruh Sejahtera Indonesia or Indonesian Union of Prosperous 
Workers 
Suara !bu Peduli or Voice of Concerned Mothers 
Solidaritas Mahasiswa Indonesia untuk Demokrasi or Indonesian Student 
Solidarity for Democracy 
Serikat Peke1ja Seluruh Indonesia or the All-Indonesia Workers' Union 
Small-scale and Cottage Industries 
Survey Sosial-ekonomi Nasional or the National Social-economic Survey 
Tentara Nasional Indonesia or the Indonesian National Armed Forces is 
the term used by the military circle in the post-Suharto era as a substitute 
for ABRI 
Upah Minimum Regional or Regional Minimum Wages 
United States Agency for International Development 
Unity Service Cooperation Foundation (an international NGO based in 
Canada) 
the law on mass organisations (No. 8/1985) 
Wahana Lingkungan Hie/up Indonesia or Indonesian environment network 
Women in Development 
Yayasan Kristen untuk Kesehatan Um um or The Christian Foundation for 
Public Health 
Yayasan Penguatan Partisipasi, fnisiatif clan Ke111itraa11 Indonesia or the 
Foundation for Indonesian People's Participation, Initiative and 
Pa r\nersh i p 
Yayascm Annisa Swasti or Annisa S1vasti foundation 
Yayasan lembaga Bantuan Hukum Indonesia or Indonesian Legal Aid 
Foundation 
Yayasan Sosia/ Tani Me111bang1111 or Farmers' Social Development 
Foundation 
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1 Introduction 
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f 

Background 

The past two decades have seen a substantial increase in the number, size and 
scope of the non-governmental organisations (NGOs). These organisations have 
established themselves in pivotal positions in the social, economic and political 
landscapes across the globe. In Southeast Asia, as in much of the rest of the devel
oping world, NGOs have proliferated since the early 1980s. l n  Thailand, in the 
early 1 990s it was estimated that there were I 0,000 NGOs, i ndicating a 250 
per cent increase from around 4,000 in the early 1980s (Farrington el al. l 993b: 
277). In Malaysia, 1 4,000 similar organisations were registered under the 1 966 
Societies Act in the early 1990s (Clarke 1 998: 26). I n  Singapore, the number of 
registered charities and social organisations grew from 656 in 1 988 to 4,562 in 
1994 (Clarke 1998: 26). Jn the Philippines, between 1985 and 1 995, the number 
of NGOs increased by 260 per cent from an estimated 27, 100 to 70,200 (Clarke 
1998: 93). In Indonesia, while there is no accurate data on the exact number of 
NGOs, it is bel ieved that the number of NGOs has grown significantly from 
I 0,000 i n  1996 to around 70,000 in 2000 (BPS 2000: 34). 

Commentators argue that the rise of NGOs is an indication of a substantial 
break from the conventional wisdom that social development is primarily the 
responsibility of the state and the market (Clark 1 99 l :  43-5; Hulme 1994: 253; 
De Janvry el al. 1995: 4; Edwards and Hulme 1 997: 3-5). Fall ing living standards 
in many parts of the developing world have raised attention on immediate survival 
and on the alternative possibilities which NGOs can offer when the state and the 
market are no longer able to deliver services efficiently (de Janvry el al. 1995: I ). 
Many NGOs are formed as arnanifestation of people's dissatisfaction with the 
failure of both the state and the market to deliver welfare, public goods and jobs. 
Discncb� with the state's limited capacity to provide public services, people 
begin to turn their attention to agencies outside the state which are expected to 
provide substitutes for the state's wel fare programmes, to help the poor overcome 
the strains of daily economic activities, and to help them generate self-help ini
tiatives ( Hudson 1 995 : 292; Salamon and Anheier 1 996: 2).  NGOs also grow as 
a result of what Hansmann ( 1 994: 2 1) termed a 'market failure', a situation in 
which consumers are in a poor position to judge the goods and services they arc 
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receiving. NGOs, i n  this context, are formed to ensure confidence that goods and 
services are supplied and distributed efficiently and have a high quality. 

When one talks about the growing significance of NGOs, one should be able 
to locate where exactly NGOs �c themselves in the general context of social 
organisations. ln modern societies, there are three clusters of organisations that 
carry diSfinct purposes. The first cluster belongs lo the so-called 'first sector' 
whose purpose is to protect, secure and regulate the lives and activities of citi
zens. The state agencies whose main duties are, among others, to ensure citizens 
exercise their rights and obligations, to provide services to the people and to sup
.£.IY basic social securities, and these are some of the examples of this sector 
(Fowrei .. 1 997: 21 ; Turner and Hulme 1 997: 52-3). The 'second sector' consists of 
the private realm whose major purpose is to make a livelihood, create and accu
mulate wealth. This sector includes private market-oriented agencies, namely, the 
business and industrial establishments (De Janvry et al. 1 995: 8-9; Hudson 1 995: 
34; Fowler 1 997: 22). ThL" ' th�t1ll r. :l1 11· .111,; private realm whose main . 
purpose is to pursue individual interests or tackle personal or social concerns col- V 
lectively such as� recreational, and cultural issues (Bill  is 1 993: 
1 58-9; Hudson 1 995: 33-4; Fowler 1 997: 22). NGOs belong to this sector. As 
'third sector' organisations, NGOs are not subject to direct political control from 
the political elite and are not meant to distribute profits to those who run them 
(Hudson 1 995: 27-9). Operating outside both the state and the market, NGOs 
are supposed to have a certain degree of independence to determine their own 
policies and strategies.1 

The argument 

Current studies on NGOs have been infused with either optimism or pessimism 
with regard to NGOs' ability to encourage grassroots initiatives, to carry the 'voices V 
of the voiceless', and to induce social and political transformations.· The optimist 
school of thought suggests that NGOs have demonstrated the capacity to design and 
implement development programmes, using innovative approaches and by-passing 
long bureaucratic procedures, enabling them to reach the poorest members of soci
ety (Aubrey 1 997: 25). Some have argued that NGOs are sources of diversity and 
innovation because they contribute to pluralism by creating centres-tlfintluence out
sis.!_e �1c state and by providing � means through which disenfranchised groups can 
organise tliemselves (Clarl<T99 I :  19; Di Maggio and Anheier 1 994: 1 79; Hulme 
1 994: 26 1 ) . Others have noted that NGOs have the capacity to make governments 
more responsive, to get new issues on the public agenda, to provide low-cost servv 
ices, to raise people's awareness of their social milieu, to focus on humanitarian 
issues and even (in extreme cases) to overturn governments (Hodgkinson and 
Sumariwalla 1992: 490- 1 ;  Jorgensen 1 996: 39; Trivedy and Acharya 1 996: 59; Blair 
1 997: 29). Fowler U 9.97) identified four factors that have determined the strength 
and efTectiveness of NGOs: ( I )  their ability to design an agenda linking vision to 
action; (2) their ability to achieve g_oals because of the commitment and determina
tion of their staff members and leaders; (3) their capacity to mobilise necessary 
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�esources due to the presence of competent and disciplined cadres; and (4' their 
flexibility in maintaining relations with governments, donors and target groups. / 

The pessimist school of thought, on the other hand, comes out of a belief that � 

NGOs are 'oversold' since their presumed strength and effectiveness may not 
materialise in practice (Clark 1 99 1 :  63; Aubrey 1 997: 26) .  In the words of Annis ,, 
( 1 987), an analyst of NGO performance: ' . . .  in the face of pervasive poverty, 
"small scale" can merely mean "insignificant", "politically independent" can 
mean "powerless" or "disconnected", "low cost" can mean "under-financed" or 
"poor quality'', and "innovative" can mean simply "temporary" or "unsustain
able" . . .  '. Streeten ( 1 997: 1 96 )  argued that NG Os may describe in their statute the 
goal of helping the poorest, but in practice they rarely reach this group because 
they tend to reinforce the rule of the elite circles and put too little effort in ascer
taining whether the beneficiaries are really the poorest. A study by Farrington 
et al. ( 1 993a: 9 1- 100) suggested that the participatory and empowerment rhetoric 
of NGOs is vulnerable, especially since most NGOs are accountable to donors, 
not to the beneficiaries of their work. Yeltmeyer et al. ( 1 997: 85-6), perhaps 
the most extreme authors of the pessimist school, argued that NGOs have a neg
ative impact on grassroots initiatives because they tend to fragment the social 
constituency of popular movements and create a new strata of dependent admin
istrators based on exogenous resources who are in direct competition with the 
activities of the poor. 

These two schools of thought represent the current competing development 
paradigms with regard to the interpretations of the role of agencies in facilitating 
grassroots initiatives. Although there is a danger of overstating NGOs' successes 
or failures in each of the schools of thought, I believe the two perspectives con
tain some elements of truth about NGOs' strengths and weaknesses. The fact that 
NGOs are formed by concerned individuals, staffed with low-paid but committed 
individuals,_ orga_nised on the basis of flexibility, and_guided by humanitarian val
ues (justice, eq_uality, democracy, and so on) raises the hopejhat they must make 
a difference to the community whom they serve (Hulme 1 994: 264). But, it is also\; 
important to note that NGOs may face some problems as a result of their limited 
resources, restricted political space, dilemmas in management, 12ressures from the 
political environment, and so on. 

This study attempts to examine the 'politics' of NGOs in Indonesia. Although 
politics has been associated with the study of government and public affairs, 
nowadays it has come to be understood in a much broader context to include other 
areas of social life such as gender, race and class (Gamble 1 990: 4 1 2) .  Politics can 
therefore be understood as the exercise of power and authority to influence oth
ers that occurs throughout society: from family groups and the voluntary associ
ation (clubs, professional associations, social organisations, NGOs, and so forth) 
to the state (Stoker 1 995:  5).  In this broader sense, politics, according to Leftwich 
( 1 984: 83-4), comprises all the activities of co-operation and conflict, within and 
between societies, whereby the human species goes about organising the use, pro
duction and distribution of human, natural and other resources in the course of the 
production and reproduction of its social l ife. 

.. 



4 Introduction 

This book is concerned with the question of how NGOs survived under different 
social and political contexts. During Suharto's government, when the society suf
fered from serious political constraints and the powerless were too afraid to chal
lenge the powerful, NGOs were forced to adopt strategies and approaches that 
conform to the political conditions set out by the state. However, since the mid
l 990s, when Suharto's political legitimacy was beginning to wane, some NGOs 
attempted to facilitate grassroots resistance by conducting the pro-democracy 
campaigns. In the post-Suharto era, the role of NGOs in facilitating the political 
transition to democracy becomes more significant. Many NGOs conducted activ
ities to facilitate the formation of a strong civil society. This book covers mainly 
the period between 1990 and 200 I when Indonesian NGOs began to exert influ
ence on the process of grassroots empowerment2 and the strengthening of civil 
society.3 Its main purpose is to examine how complex sets of relationships among 
various kinds of associations, the state agencies, communities and individuals 
have had an impact on a specific area at a specific time and how NGOs respond 
to particular social and political contexts in order to ensure their survival. This 
raises the following questions: How do NGOs adjust to specific circumstances? 
How do NGOs contribute to the promotion of democracy? How do NGOs sustain 
their operation in different political situations? And what is the impact of partic
ular social and political contexts on NGO activities? 

Defining NGOs 

Many have attempted to classify and define non-governmental organisations, 
though to nobody's great satisfaction. Some observers loosely group NGOs under 
an assortment of headings such as 'voluntary organisations', 'non-profit organi
sations', or 'intermediary organisations' carrying out various social activities. But 
this grouping seems to cover too much. It can include hundreds of types of organ
isations within the society ranging from political action committees to sports 
clubs. Applying these terms as a general nomenclature for NGOs will force some
one to put an international charity organisation such as Oxfam and an exclusive 
sports club into a single category, since both of them are created voluntarily, carry 
out non-profit social activities and sometimes play intermediary roles. Such 
umbrella terms also fail to make a substantial differentiation between political 
groups demanding the overturn of authoritarian regimes and local neighbourhood 
associations providing support for the elderly, women, children and the disabled. 

Some other observers try to solve this problem by refining the concept of 
NGOs through the introduction of various speci fie terms. Carroll ( 1992), for 
example, introduced the term 'grassroots support organisations' (GSOs) - namely 
a civic developmental entity which provides services and support to local groups 
of disadvantaged rural, or urban, households and serves as an intermediary insti-

,, tution in establishing links between the local people and governments, donors and 
international financial institutions - which can be differentiated from 'member
ship support organisations' (MSOs). While MSOs represent (and are accountable 
to) their base membership, GSOs have no members (Carroll 1992: 1 1  ). Both GS Os 
and fyfSOs, according to Carroll, can be distinguished from 'primary grassroots 
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organisations' (PGOs) by scope, level of complexity and function. A PGO, he 
argued, is the smallest aggregation of individuals or households that are regularly 
involved in joint development activities, while GSOs and MSOs tend to serve, 
represent and co-operate with one or more PGOs in various development activi-
ties (Carroll 1992: I I ). ,, 

Carroll's attempt to diversify NGOs into several groups does not seem to 
reduce the complicated nature of NGOs. While one can accept the differentiation 
between GSOs/MSOs and PGOs, many would equate GSOs with MSOs without 
further explanation because the two organisations often operate under the same 
philosophy of self-help and the same organisational framework. The differences 
between these two types of organisations are in fact subject to local variations. 
In some societies, especially in Latin America and the Philippines, one can see 
a clear distinction between GSOs and MSOs; but in other parts of the world, 
people tend to see them as overlapping organisations working under the same 
principle of self-management (Farrington et al. I 993b; Fisher 1 994). 

Although definitions may not necessarily reduce complications surrounding 
the concept of non-governmental organisations, they may help us to determine 
what type of organisation is included and excluded in this study. The NGOs in this 
study can be defined as follows: 

Organisations which serve as advocates of the poor, the neglected and the 
disenfranchised. They are also advocates for social change. They provide 
social services, particularly to underserved groups, and i n  some nations serve 
as the major vehicle for the provision of social welfare. They provide inno
vation, are flexible, and can deliver more personalised services to specific 
groups or in local situations. With their value orientation, they serve in many 
nations as moral associations. In  societies with authoritarian governments, 
they help to create institutions where citizens can learn to work, play and 
worship together and where they can they try to become part of a strong civil 
society (Hodgkinson and Sumariwalla I 992: 486). 

2 Organisations sharing the following characteristics: ( L )  formal, in terms of 
having regular meetings, offices, a set of rules or procedures and some degree 
of organisational permanence; (2) private, i.e. institutionally separate from the 
government; (3) non-profit-distributing, i.e. not returning profits generated to 
their owners, directors or the governing boards; (4) self-governing, in terms of 
having their own internal procedures for governance and not being controlled 
by outside entities; (5) voluntc11y, i.e. involving some meaningful degree of 
voluntary participation either in the actuaT conduct of activities or in the 
management of their own affairs; (6) non-religious, i.e. not primarily involved 

li1 the promotion of religious worship or religious education; and (7) non

political, i.e. not primarily involved in promoting candidates for elected office 
(Salamon and Anheier 1 996: 14-1 5). 

These definitions refer to organisations with rules, structures and procedures 
which perform intermediary roles to achieve at least two common goals: to 
help the poor to develop self-help management to solve their problems; and to 


