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Indonesia´s (un)civil society  

and the future of democracy

Verena Beittinger-Lee

While transition research has produced numerous studies on the positive 
effects of civil society on democratisation processes, only few deal with 
the possible threat emanating from those parts of civil society that are 
marked by a ‘civic deficit’. The case study of Indonesia illustrates that 
an opening up of the public sphere and the rise of civil society can have 
negative impacts on democratisation processes as well, especially when 
political opportunities for civil society are clearly limited by a framework 
of failing state functions, corruption, violence, and the persistence of 
predatory interests in society. 

After some short and turbulent experiences with democracy in the 
1950s, Indonesia remained under authoritarian rule until the fall of its 
second president, Suharto, in 1998. Needless to say, the expectations that 
the country would become a democracy after the Western liberal model 
were high in Indonesia and abroad. The fall of Suharto led to demo-
cratic opening and the so-called reformasi-movement, which resulted in 
the annulment of many repressive laws and regulations, press freedom, 
freedom of opinion and assembly, and an unprecedented civil society 
boom. Tens of thousands of new civil society organisations (CSOs) have 
been established since then. 

Because the mainstream transition research assumes a positive corre-
lation between a vigorous civil society and democracy, civil society was 
widely expected to promote democracy and help establish democratic 
norms and values – in short: a democratic culture. However, parallel to the 
establishment of new democratic institutions and reforms, especially in 
the first years after 1998, Indonesia’s political landscape has been marked 
by the eruption of unrest and conflicts, ethno-nationalism, violence, 
and acts of terrorism. In the wake of democratic opening, not only pro-
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democratic civil society organisations have mushroomed in the country, 
but ‘uncivil’ society groups have come increasingly to the fore as well. 

A critical analysis of Indonesia’s civil society and its impact on the 
country’s democratisation efforts therefore has to take not only the 
classical actors of civil society into account, which represent a (mainly 
Western) concept of liberal democracy, but portray uncivil groups and 
their influence on political processes as well. These USOs (Uncivil Society 
Organisations) vary significantly in their degree of incivility and come in 
many shapes. In Indonesia, they range from vigilantes and paramilitaries 
to ethno-nationalist and militant religious groups, just to name a few.

By blinding out such less democratic or even ‘uncivil’ forces, which 
nevertheless form a substantial part of Indonesia’s civil society sphere, 
we exclude a substantial and influential part of associational life from the 
beginning and thus falsify the picture of Indonesia’s civil society landscape. 

Therefore, the use of a definition of civil society that allows us to 
include a wide variety of agents reflecting Indonesia’s diversity and social 
reality is suggested here. John Rawls’1 understanding of civil society as 
a neutral zone, in which various virtues compete was taken as a starting 
point. Civil society should be defined as a value-free, neutral sphere per 
se, whose content and direction are determined by the values, norms, 
and ideology of the actor or group of actors who gain supremacy over 
this sphere. Secondly, I followed Gramsci’s conception of civil society 
as a sphere of struggle for ideological and cultural hegemony. Antonio 
Gramsci (1891–1937) defined civil society as a public space, separate 
from state and market, in which citizens form their political opinions 
and make their decisions. This contested sphere is the main arena for 
creating legitimacy and is marked by conflicting interests and power 
struggles. Not only the state is trying to gain ideological supremacy, but 
the various social groups as well. 

From the above we can conclude that firstly, civil society cannot be 
understood as a solitary united actor but rather as a realm of heterogeneity 
and competition. Secondly, civil society is not a sphere of activity inde-
pendent from the state, but more an arena where thoughts, ideas, political 
principles, and ideologies are contested and debated. Lastly, depending 
on which actor or group of actors gains the hegemony of the realm of 
civil society, civil society can have democratic or antidemocratic effects. 
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Uncivil society – the drivers of conflict

What then is ‘uncivil society’? Most academic treatment of the subject 
defines uncivil society only indirectly by pointing out what characterises 
‘civil society’. Larry Diamond, for instance, sees pluralism, diversity, and 
partialness as distinguishing characteristics of civil society (Diamond 
1994). However, there are some attempts to identify ‘uncivil society’ 
explicitly. In one of his speeches in 2004, former United Nations Secretary 
General Kofi Annan defined uncivil society as the “drivers of conflict”, 
those who “promote exclusionary policies or encourage people to resort 
to violence.”2

 Moreover, Laurence Whitehead provides us with a definition of the 
‘uncivil citizen’ in his essay on the incivility of civil society Bowling in the 
Bronx: The Uncivil Interstices between Civil and Political Society. According 
to Whitehead, uncivil citizens are those who enjoy political rights while 
not being restrained by the norms of civil society. Whitehead correctly 
pointed out that the greatest danger for democracy may be posed by 
the “‘insecurity, rootlessness, arbitrariness, and perhaps even the social 
cannibalism’ that have come to be associated with many post-transition 
liberalized societies” (Whitehead 1997, p 94). 

Despite the lack of a clear definition of ‘uncivil society’, I believe that 
all USOs share some of the following characteristics that render them 
‘uncivil’ in one way or another:

•	 the	use	of	force,	violence,	and	fraud	to	acquire	power	or	political	
influence;

•	 the	pursuit	of	illiberal	or	anti-democratic	agendas;
•	 an	undemocratic	internal	structure;	
•	 an	ideological	 foundation	that	 is	opposed	to	 liberal	democratic	

values;
•	 the	lack	of	a	“spirit	of	civility”	(Whitehead	1997,	p	100);
•	 the	absence	of	“commitment	to	act	within	the	constraints	of	legal	

or pre-established rules” (Whitehead 1997, pp 100-101);
•	 racism,	intolerance,	uniformity;	and	
•	 illegality/criminal	activities.

The case study of the opening up of Indonesia’s public sphere illustrates 
that not all elements of civil society are necessarily fostering democracy. 
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Civil society is never a harmonious and homogenous entity, but an arena 
of ongoing conflict, contesting interests, power struggles, competition, 
and ideological clashes. Under certain conditions, voluntary associations 
can therefore deepen conflicts and biases in society, and even contribute 
to the disintegration of democratic regimes by complicating the forma-
tion of majorities and segmenting the political community. There is the 
danger of a civil society exhibiting strong ties that only benefit members 
of certain groups and exclude others: “Internally cohesive groups which 
isolate themselves from the rest of society may use their social capital to 
pursue goals at odds with the public good” (World Bank nd).

Depending on their goals, methods and ideological orientation, the 
actors of civil society may either enlarge or contract democratic space – 
especially when political opportunities for civil society are clearly limited 
by a framework of failing state functions, corruption, violence, and the 
persistence of predatory interests in society as the last decade in Indonesia 
has illustrated. The development of a civic culture with underlying civic 
virtues is decisive in this context. If these virtues fail to be developed, 
‘uncivil’ values will be nurtured instead in the realm of civil society, and 
the resulting civic culture will hardly be a liberal democratic one. 

Notes

1. John Rawls (February 21, 1921 – November 24, 2002) was an American philosopher, 
a professor of political philosophy at Harvard University and author of A Theory of Justice 
Political Liberalism, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, and The Law of Peoples (1971).He 
is widely considered one of the most important English-language political philosophers 
of the 20th century.

2. Secretary-General’s opening remarks at the Security Council debate on The role of civil 
society in post-conflict peacebuilding, New York, 22.06.2004, at: http://www.un.org/apps/
sg/sgstats.asp?nid=989 , (accessed 20.12.2006).
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