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movement tended to weaken. Strikes still occurred in industrial areas, though 
fewer in number compared to earlier years. Yet these workers were cut off from 
the ongoing political upheaval. Their demands were not included in the agenda 
of the struggle for democracy led by students and other middle class elements. 
In short, the workers' movement and organisations did not play an important 
role in the unprecedented changes that were occurring in Indonesia. They did 
not participate in deciding the orientation and direction of the struggle for 
democracy. Classic issues of workers, such as low wages, poor working 
conditions, and even mass layoffs that were happening during the crisis, were 
not included in the reform agenda, receiving only slight mention in the activists' 
speeches. 

A closer look will reveal that the strikes had actually been spreading during 
1998, not only in the manufacturing sector, but also in other sectors such as 
transportation, service and mining. From a geographical point of view, these 
strikes also occurred in Sumatra, Irian Jaya and Kalimantan (outside java). The 
main trigger of this strike wave was the economic crisis, a crisis that is a 
characteristic of the capitalistic system - the main cause for millions of workers 
losing their jobs. 

Table 1: Layoff in 1998 

r:ho:ilm'. '·'' ,,,,·;;;.!. .· . ' ' ! 

Manufacturing 1,333,345 24 
Construction 1,030,840 19 
Trade/Hotel 546,049 10 
Transportation 323,169 6 
Finance 184,517 3 
Others 310 0.5 
Other Services 1,994,206 37 
Total 5,412,206 100 

The workers' reaction towards these layoffs varied. There were some who 
saw it more as a threat, so they refused to participate in any activity - strikes 
included - that could be viewed as threatening their jobs. On the other hand, 
there were those who started believing that there was no other way but to fight 
against the system that had been exploiting them. However, as mentioned earlier, 
the expansion of these workers' actions remained as if cut off from the 'struggle 
for democracy' that was taking place. It gave the impression that the workers' 
movement was weakening. 

The first reason was the workers' tendency to play safe. The mass layoff that 
was resorted to without any protest from the workers, caused others to fear 
doing anything and simply accepting things the way they were. Second was the 
domination of the middle class- especially students and intellectuals- in deciding 
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the direction and orientation of struggle for democracy. The occupation of MPR 

(House of Parliament) by students, as previously mentioned, was truly exclusive. 
They forbade workers and other people from joining them with the excuse that 
they were concerned about agent provocateurs. Third was the shifting of attention 
of these activists from dealing with workers' issues to political ones - in the 
sense of gaining power at the elite level. It left the burden of homework on 
workers' issues - education, organisation and mobilisation - to the workers. 

The weakening of this movement in the year of change in Indonesia was 
almost like an anti-climax, from the resurgence of the workers' movement in the 
90s. The early 90s had seen massive workers' mobilisation- mass strikes 
frequently occurred which involved hundreds of thousands of workers. Among 
the most prominent was the one in Medan (1994) followed by a riot and arrested 
of Mokhtar Pakpahan. The five-day mass strike involving 15,000 workers of PT 
Great River Industry that was organised by PRD activists, and the strike of 20,000 
workers in Surabaya which ended with the arrest and imprisonment of Dita 
Indah Sari, a prominent workers' activist, are other incidents. By a rough estimate, 
between 1994-97 there were 4,000 strikes that involved more than three million 
workers. Independent workers' organisations such as SBSI (Union of Indonesia 
Wealth Workers) found its moment to develop, as did PPBI (Centre of Indonesia's 
Workers Struggle). 

This development did not automatically increase the awareness of workers or 
their capability in self-organisation as an independent power. The time of crisis 
showed that existing workers' organisations were neither capable of fulfilling 
their members' aspirations nor providing answers to the concrete problems faced 
in setting a course of action. Although the workers' awareness was fast increasing 
every time they joined an action, this awareness was not followed by enhanced 
organisational capability. The survival of organisations failed to pass the heaviest 
test during the economic crisis. They couldn't do much while witnessing the 
layoff of millions of workers. Workers who were willing to participate in the 
organisation had decreased since they chose to search for ways to survive rather 
than join activities that could be a threat to their jobs. 

Shift to Political Games 
On the other side, workers' activists had changed their direction to politics on 
realising that the crisis in the economy was resulting in a political crisis for the 
Soeharto regime. The fellowship between students and workers that had 
developed during 1994-97 suddenly stopped, and at the very moment that it 
was critically needed. In factories, the situation was worse. As all attention was 
centred on the power struggle between the ruling elite and the students on the 
street, small workers' actions that sporadically took place faded from the 
limelight. The support from students, media and intellectuals, which in previous 
years the workers had enjoyed, had all gone. Everyone seemed engaged in pulling 
down Soeharto from power as well as in rejecting Habibie. The workers' 
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movement suffered a setback and was limited to actions inside factories for 
normative demands. 

So the development of workers' organisations, which could have used the 
crisis as the best opportunity to expose the power of capital that had been 
sanctified with many privileges to exploit workers, did not result in wealth for 
all people in society. The crisis was the best time to have moved towards changing 
capitalistic relations that have been dominating life in general. Workers' 
organisations, which should have used this moment as an opportunity to 
strengthen the workers' position vis-a-vis the employers'- failed to perform in 
the Indonesian context. 

So far it has to be said that the struggle for democracy in Indonesia has left 
out its most important element: workers. Now the workers have lost their chance 
to question the economic policies being executed under IMF diktat. As we are all 
aware, based on the experiences of workers' movements in other third world 
countries which have 'enjoyed' IMF support, the policies of this international 
capitalistic institution - dubbed as 'structural adjustment programme' - only 
inflict losses on workers, as it directs governments to efficiently use funds by 
cutting subsidies to the poor people and shifting the burden of debt on the 
people. 

Thus the minor role played by the workers' movement- and people in general 
- in the struggle for democracy, has ensured that the fruits of victory will be 
enjoyed only by a small minority. The impact can already be seen. As students, 
intellectuals and journalists enjoy the 'freedom' to express their opinion, workers' 
action in factories ironically are met with military repression. 

Role of Political Parties 
Even the newborn opposition of new parties could not channel the workers' 
aspirations. The 'big five' parties met with IMF officials and generally did not 
question IMF plans for the recovery of the Indonesian economy. The three other 
existing workers' parties gained an insubstantial percentage of the votes. Workers' 
issues were only raised at the rhetorical level- still far away from organisational 
strengthening. The most worrying issue still is the ignorance of elite oppositions 
to the long-term consequences of production activity under international equity. 
They were busy with 'palace gossip' and winning seats. They were racing to 
practice a 'clean and prudent capitalism' and saying that they were the most 
capable to guarantee the safety of investment in Indonesia. The democratic rights 
of workers in fighting for their interests through organisation only became a 
commodity for political speeches. 

In short, nothing could be expected from the election for the workers' 
movement. The national election of 1999 was only an effort by global capitalism 
to create a legitimate government. Therefore this government can provide stability 
and security, and has the legitimate power to destroy every mass movement that 
has a potential to interfere with foreign investment of international investors 
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who financed the election. The funding of US$110 million that was sponsored 
by UNDP to finance Indonesia's election is a most concrete example. Both the 
election's organisation and conduct was financed by the same institution. It means 
that the election was nothing but a formality. 

The latest developments show a sad tendency among activists to think that 
workers' demands have nothing to do with political turmoil. This belief is the 
main hindrance for the workers' movement to join in the struggle for democracy. 
The activists' perception is that the political happenings are only a momentary 
affair that cannot solve concrete problems so there 's no need to seriously deal 
with them. Other parties, however, set a requirement for high political awareness 
among workers to be able to get involved in the struggle for democracy. It means 
that workers have to be able to talk about the political system, election and 
others issues that are popularly discussed, before they can enter the political 
scene. These two kinds of thinking - though contradictory - resulted in the 
same thing: not bringing in workers' issues into the struggle for democracy. The 
attitude of the activists is merely a coverup for their incapability to participate 
effectively in the changes, for their failure to formulate the functions and tasks 
of the workers' movement in a democratic struggle. They failed to make the 
connection between actions which speak out normative demands inside the 
factory and the education to raise political awareness among the workers. 

However, looking back on its history, the birth of militant workers' unions 
have always been stimulated by their normative demands, such as working hours 
and working conditions. These demands basically have a political substance. 
For example, the demand to raise the minimum wages and oppose large-scale 
layoff can be developed into a serious political demand if linked with the IMF 

programme in Indonesia. The biggest problem of the workers' movement in 
Indonesia, besides military intervention in worker politics, is in connection with 
the concrete problems faced by the workers on a daily basis in the wider context 
of the crisis of capitalism. The demand and struggle of Indonesia's workers have 
not succeeded in positioning themselves in the international struggle against 
capitalism. The international solidarities have only percolated to the level of 
activists. For instance the boycott in 1996 by Australia's shipping workers of 
Indonesian ships as a reaction to the arrest of Dita Indah Sari, has not been seen 
by Indonesian workers as a show of solidarity. It has not been seen as part of a 
united international workers' struggle. 

In the light of current developments and changes in Indonesia's political scene, 
it seems that the workeis' movement cannot hope for too much. The demands 
and voices of the working class cannot be channeled through the elite class. 
This experience has to be seen as a back to basic imperative where the workers' 
struggle has to start with education, organisation and mobilisation. 



The Land Without a Ruler 
Social Resistance & Spread of Ethnonationalism in Aceh 

NEZAR PATRIA 

FOLLOWING THE REVOCATION of the military operation zone (DOM) in August 
1998, the conflict situation in Aceh went into intensive escalation, which saw 
the rise of the students' movement. The students, demanding referendum as a 
solution to the existing conflict in Aceh, gave a new momentum to political 
radicalism and ethnonationalism, as it led to the revitalisation of the Free Aceh 
Movement (GAM). The students' also demanded that the Jakarta government 
bring to book the perpetrators of human rights violations which had occurred 
in Aceh when the DOM was in place. 

There was no direct relation between the student's movement in Aceh and 
GAM. But the two radical movements coexisted and drew support from each 
other in the struggle against the slow political response of the transitional 
government towards a substantial solution for Aceh. 1 On the other hand, the 
process of rapid decay of the power structures following the fall of the central 
government also affected the local government, making it incapable of handling 
the deepening social crisis in Aceh. 

The referendum demand vividly illustrates how a movement based on the 
ideals of universal democracy and social justice can articulate a local political 
imperative. Referendum became the main political demand of the students' 
movement to intensify political pressure, even as the central government used 
violence in Aceh to 're-establish political and social order. '2 

Such conditions, of course, are a fertile breeding ground for a larger political 
rebellion. The idea of referendum voiced by students filtered down to the 
grassroots where the rural communities were dissatisfied with the political 
developments and had been traurnatised by the violence unleashed by the 
Indonesian military during the DOM era. Very soon banners, graffiti, brochures, 
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demanding a referendum and calling for mass action appeared and the movement 

snowballed. Almost every corner of the region along the east coast of Aceh 
witnessed 'referendum campaign parades' which the local political and military 
authority could do little to control. Efforts to remove the banners or graffiti was 
strongly resisted by the local communities. 

This snowballing agitation provided the political space for the Free Aceh 
Movement. As the students' movement did not include political education in 
their referendum campaign in the rural areas, there was little understanding of 
the meaning of referendum itself. The movement was more 'agitational' in nature 
than having a political agenda which would provide a democratic political 
perspective. This void opened the political space and offered an opportunity to 
the GAM to promote its programme. GAM' s political activities quickly intensified 
and it organised programmes almost daily, especially duringjanuary-Aprill999. 

Historical Roots 
The fillip provided by the intense activities helped GAM to rediscover its 
capabilities, after being paralysed for almost a decade by the counter-insurgency 
operations conducted by the Indonesian Armed Forces (ABRI) during the DOM 

era. In fact, the idea of Aceh ethnonationalism had not previously been prominent 
in the local political arena, and it still is not part of the dominant political 
discourse in the rebel history of Aceh. To understand this one must go into 
Aceh's history which tells of how the Aceh identity was constructed by its 
resistance to submission through various periods - from the era of the Iskandar 
Muda sultanate emporium to the age of Dutch colonialism and then japanese 
fascism. 

Aceh has been described as the centre of resistance influenced by its strong 
Islamic tradition during the 30-year-long war against the Dutch colonialists 
(1873-1903). In this phase, the ulema's role was one of the key factors inspiring 
a holy war against despotism. Although this war eventually ended in 1903 with 
the collaboration of the uleebalang (Aceh aristocracy), sporadic resistance 
continued under the ulema's leadership for more than 40 years after. 3 

That history of legendary resistance appears to have inspired this new 
manifestation of Aceh's love for freedom. The reemergence of traditional 
resistance bases in the region such as in Pidie, North Aceh and East Aceh shows 
that the rebel is still spurred by the tradition of resistance to uphold the dignity 
and self-esteem of the Aceh people. In fact, a historical link can be traced in 
Pidie, where the rebel leader Teungku Hasan di Tiro is the grandson of the great 
Aceh hero, Teungku Chik di tiro, and his family is also related to another former 
Aceh rebel leader, Teungku Daud Beureueh. 

Resurrecting this historical link is without doubt a political investment, as 
GAM is using it to establish its historical credibility and legitimise its struggle. 
The move is strengthened by collective experience and memories of Aceh rebel 
resistance against the coloniser, and the belief in Aceh as the centre of Islamic 
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tradition, as an area with a glorious history in its relentless resistance against the 
coloniser. This belief has instilled in the rebel leaders and their followers a strong 
possessive feeling of belonging to a political community that had faced great 
challenges for national liberation during the freedom war era. The historical 
continuity constitutes a significant part in the Free Aceh Movement's ideology."' 

However, not all of that tradition of resistance and Islamic militancy can be 
can be completely claimed by GAM. Unlike the Dli/Tll rebellion led by Daud 
Beureuh, whose goal was to uphold and protect Islamic law and culture, the 
Free Aceh Movement focuses more on the demands for political and economic 
freedom that would make the Aceh nation a separate political entity. Therefore, 
the platform that GAM is promoting is geared to the revitalisation of Aceh 
ethnonationalism as a sovereign nation. It must be admitted, however, that in 
the early stages of this movement, it did not receive widespread support as it 
was not led by a big ulema like Teungku Daud Beureuh. 

GAM and the New Order 
The emergence of the Aceh Free Movement coincided with the political and 
economic policies adopted and imposed on Aceh by the New Order. Of course, 
this is not a simplistic assumption that GAM was born as a response to the 'LNG 

(liquid natural gas) boom' in the 70s, but more as a response to the reconfiguring 
of relations between the state and the capital, and the extreme centralisation of 
economic decision-making during the New Order dictatorship. The increasing 
central control engendered in the Aceh people a feeling of being marginalised 
and this feeling found articulation in the Free Aceh Movement. In the early 
years of the New Order, Aceh was mostly ignored by the central government as 
it was not attractive economically. However, Aceh became a magnet for greedy 
politicians and economic mafia soon after the production of LNG began in the 
mid-70s, and the powers of the state began to be centralised and appropriated 
by the New Order regime, which also instituted severe repressive measures to 
deal with dissent. 

The reemergence of GAM in 1989 was also triggered by the swift economic 
transformation across the Aceh region. The central government appeared to 
need special stabilisation in this region, and responded with extreme violence 
to GAM' s efforts to at renewed agitation. Mid-1990 was a critical point in the 
resistance, when the government felt threatened by the open 'anti-Java' 
propaganda carried out by GAM and its rhetorics of separatism and armed 
opposition. At that time, the government felt no compulsion and displayed no 
tolerance for settling the Aceh problem through political accommodation and 
negotiation. Although effectively the GAM rebellion could not be knocked out 
till 1993, the institutionalisation of terror, development of a tight political and 
social supervision structure under the DOM, and using civilians in military 
operations had begun much earlier. 

The Aceh people had rejected the New Order dictatorship and the response 
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was launching of military operations in Aceh. The rejection of this violence 
unleashed on the people pushed them to demand revocation of the DOM, and 
seek redressal for the suffering of the DOM victims. But similar strategies to silence 
dissent was adopted by Habibie's transitional regime. Pretending ignorance about 
what today has become the entire Aceh society's demand for action against the 
'violence actors' during the DOM era, the government made ·no moves towards a 
political settlement of the escalating conflict situation in the region. In general, 
there has been not much difference in the central governmentS attitude towards 
Aceh in the last ten years, whoever was in power. Even the new Indonesian 
regime led by Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Dur), appears not to have a formula to 
halt the armed conflict in Aceh. 

The Land Wrthout a Ruler 
Military practices in the DOM era, marked by the institutionalisation of terror 
and civil-military cooperation (the use of civilians in military operations), 
continued during the transitional regime. Although a substantive political 
settlement was, perhaps, not the task of a transitional regime waiting for a new 
administration to take over after elections, but Habibie's government did not 
give any attention at all to the demands of the Aceh people. Instead it despatched 
new 'non-organic' troops and also the PPRM (mass riot control troops) to deal 
with the Aceh situation, which acted like spreading oil on a blazing fire. 

The conflict became more intense. This intensification of the conflict and the 
growing number of victims in the nearly year-and-a-half (August 1998-December 
1999) after revocation of the DOM, indeed reflects a deepening crisis in Aceh. 
President Wahid, who had said he would be give priority to solving the Aceh 
problem during his presidency, instead has moved the snap the international 
links of the Free Aceh Movement. In one of his earliest presidential tasks, Gus 
Dur took a political journey to several countries, seeking international support 
for what he said was 'to avoid the disintegration of Indonesia'. 

Today, there appears to be no way out. The government promise, by both 
Habibie and Gus Dur, to prosecute human rights violators in Aceh has not been 
realised, making the Aceh people more frustrated, and feeling that the Indonesia 
regime was not serious in looking for a solution. This situation has led Aceh 
society to think about separation from Indonesia and it has come closer to the 
idea of ethnonationalism as propounded by GAM, an idea which is strengthened 
by current national political developments. The continuing political uncertainty 
as a result of the weaknesses in the processes of democratic consolidation has 
also helped the spread of GAM' s ideology in Aceh communities, mainly in the 
traditional resistance bases. Therefore, the Aceh people have been responding 
positively to demands for substantive changes in the political structure that would 
do away with the role of the military in a federal state, and public trials for 
human rights violators, issues which are identified with local interests. The 'power 
void' created by the slow process of national political consolidation has resulted 
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in a state that no longer protects citizen rights, but uses the apparatus of violence 
in managing socio-political conflict. The Aceh people are opposed to all forms 
of violence and, ironically, this opposition is reflected in the ever-increasing 
power of GAM' s armed opposition. 

The despair caused by the central government's attitude has made Aceh reject 
Indonesia as a 'nation-state' and in the process has revitalised Aceh ethnic 
nationalism sentiments.5 The people's opposition to violence had emerged in 
widespread protests in the runup to the 1999 general elections. The national 
political powers were keen to implement their Election agenda, and in order to 

ensure this and 'uphold stability' they sent more PPRM forces to Aceh. The Aceh 
people displayed a marked reluctance to participate in the election process. In 
three 'conflict regencies', the number of voters who had registered was no more 
than 20 percent, and a much smaller number actually voted. If it is assumed that 
political participation is an indicator of the belief in Indonesia as a 'nation­
state', then the 'boycott action' becomes very significant, because the people 
rejected the state violence conducted through military operations. This impossible 
situation has led to Aceh being called 'the land without a ruler'. 

The Way Out: Militaristic or Democratic? 
The facts clearly reveal that that the presence of more and more troops and 
various forms of military operations has led to widening resistance among the 
Aceh people. This resistance can also trigger more extreme violence, which will 
worsen the social and political situation, which will lead to further resistance 
that would provoke further military reprisals. The situation is very dangerous. 
Waves of mass evacuation have occurred, and more than 100,000 refugees are 
estimated to be living in various places in Aceh in miserable conditions. Though 
the wave of exodus tended to decrease following the pullout of non-organic 
troops by the central government because of political pressure, the trauma still 
remains. And the wave of evacuation swells when armed conflict between the 
GAM and the Indonesian National Army (TN!) intensifies. What follows is a 
deepening of the crisis and a 'deadlock' in the efforts of the opposition political 
elite to solve the Aceh problem. Therefore, the situation gets worse due to no 
positive political response towards solution at national level. 

The problems of Aceh have been much recorded, and various human rights 
NGO' s, both national and international, have launched campaigns. However, their 
effectiveness is not yet visible and they have not helped in stopping the continuing 
violence and violation of human rights. So the Aceh problem needs a much 
more complex approach that would move towards a political solution. 

The first prerequisite of that peaceful solution is, of course, a withdrawal of 
those running the violence machine, the removal of the non-organic troops. 
That would help to create the democratic space for meaningful dialogue. The 
next step would be to seek open confessions on the cruelties inflicted by the 
state apparatus during the DOM and afterwards. Putting into action these two 
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measures instead of attempting military solutions is the only way to a solution. 
The central government has only two options: institute steps that would facilitate 
a dialogue with local authorities who possess integrity and capability; or intensify 
its military actions, which would turn Aceh into a new killing field. 

The success of the first option undeniably depends on how the local political 
powers are able to put pressure on and negotiate with the national political 
powers. For that purpose space must be provided for local leaders who have 
emerged from the Aceh conflict. The second option, to maximise violence, would 
lead to the process of national political reformation being destroyed by military 
action. The adoption of either option, tolerance or repression will largely depend 
on national political developments and also international support for the 
democratisation process in Indonesia. 

ENDNOTES 

1. The slowness of Habibie's transitional government was also reflected in its handling of 
other human rights violation cases during the Soeharto dictatorship and the critical 
period immediately after. Except providing wider democratic space (liberalisation) such 
as press freedom, and freedom to set up political parties (multi-party), Habibie never 
touched up.on a solution to political conflict through national reconciliation. A number 
of serious incidents of human rights violation in East Timor, Aceh and Papua, as well as 
the May rapes, student abductions, religious conflict and ethnic tension, were mostly 
ignored. As a result, human rights violations continue with impunity in the absence of 
political action. 

2. The referendum demand was the outcome of a meeting of Outside Aceh Students 
(Mahasiswa Serantau), around january 1999. The Congress of Outside Aceh Students 
adopted a resolution that the solution of the Aceh problem must be through referendum. 
This decision is pushed by the ever-increasing armed actions in Aceh by 'unknown 
armed groups'. The authorities charge the Free Aceh Movement with those actions, 
although GAM has denied it. At a time when conditions were deteriorating, a new 
operation was launched, called 'Operasi Wibawa 98'. Local authorities defended the 
operation and said it was meant to uphold 'law and social order in Aceh'. That operation 
has triggered wider violence taking a toll of unarmed civilians and aggravating tensions 
between the military and the people. Such incidents spark ethnonationalist sentiments 
that are voiced by GAM. The Aceh student movements takes a middle path by presenting 
the referendum demand as a peaceful and democratic solution in the midst of existing 
armed conflict. 

3. Concerning thisAceh War history refer to Paul Van 't Veer, (1986). TheAceh War,jakana, 
Graffiti Press. On Aceh during the National Revolution see Anthony Reid (1979). The 
Blood of the People: Revolution and the End of Traditional Rule in Northern Sumatra, Kuala 
Lumpur, Oxford University Press; and Eric Morris 'Aceh: Social Revolution and the 
Islamic Vision' in Audrey R. Kahin, ed. (1985). Regional Dynamics of the Indonesian 
Revolution, Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press. 

4. The typical Free Aceh propaganda highlights Aceh's right to be a sovereign country. 
Also see speech transcript of Pidie Area GAM Commander: ·~ .. We the members of GAM 

who have fought since 41h December 1976 constitute the continuity of our ancestors' 
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struggle, originated from the history which we must be responsible for today to bequeath 
to our children and grandchildren ... .'in Teungku Abdullah Syafiie (1999). 'Why Must 
Aceh Be Free', Jakarta, Kontras; unpublished seminar paper. 

5. The terms 'nation-state', 'nation' and 'nationalism' in this context can be found in 
Anthony Giddens (1996). Nation State and Violence. Cambridge Policy Press, pp.ll6-
17. Giddens explains the term 'nationalism' as a psychological phenomenon of individual 
affiliation to a set of symbols and belief which stresses on communality among members 
of a certain political structure. In the context of Free Aceh, that symbol and belief is 
developed based on historical awareness and also specific religion within the Indonesian 
'nation-state'. Therefore, it is more ethnic in nature and more popular as 
ethnonationalism. 
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Edging Modern (Indonesian) Ironies 

Bum SUSANTO SJ. 

I WAS IN YOGYAKARTA during the Indonesian May 1998 Reformasi movement. On 
May 20, I998, a day before Soeharto's resignation, hundreds of thousands of 
students and local people marched to the Jogja Sultanate palace courtyard to 
join other Indonesians in demanding Soeharto step down. The colossal (sic) 
demonstration involved both students and faculty staff from some 40 campuses 
throughout the jogja area (Jakarta Post, june 14, I998). Certain people and 
news media have attributed the fact that Jogja, luckily, did not suffer riots and 
looting- as it happened in jakarta, Medan and Solo- to its cultural advantage. 
The Sultan of Jogja who, arguably, has been considered a communal symbol of 
power helped in keeping the popular movement orderly and nonviolent. As will 
be demonstrated in this presentation, the fact that the students and local massa 
rahyat (communal underclass people) had successfully ignited the mass 
demonstration is, I believe, because they were not afraid anymore to fight back 
against the Armed Forces of the repressive Soeharto regime. Such courage was 
demonstrated in the past four months. On the other hand, it was also likely that 
the street violence and fighting in the period had wearied the military and the 
police so much that they had to let the 'colossal' demonstration have its day. It 
was also true that the students and massa rakyat who joined the demonstration 
remembered and found the Sultan a communal cultural symbol of consensus, 
not the other way around. 

It is a fact that a year after the Reformasi, there was a growing fear that the 
ruling (Jusuf Habibie) regime only made cosmetic changes to the previous New 
Order. This presentation will not offer answers or solutions to the questions 
about the disruption of Reformasi. Rather, I agree with the wise saying that says 
a great community - of thinkers - iS created and known not by the answer it 
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supplies but rather by the questions it asks. Why did the tide of Reformasi die 
down so easily and get disrupted? And which social class in Indonesia would 
find the dying down of Reformasi most congenial to their interests? 

The Past: Allures and Paradoxes of Modernisation 
Introduced early in the 19th century, a Culture System, and a modern 
(agricultural) economic development plan of the Netherlands East Indies colonial 
goveinment, were engineered in the territories. It was practised on the belief 
that if each enlightened citizen had sufficient knowledge and an awareness of 
objective facts, then understanding and harmony would automatically follow. 
The modern form of western power and knowledge were practised under a 
unitary system of government of the East Indies. For the Dutch, at least in 1877, 
the Culture System it imposed on the territories helped in paying off the East 
India Company's debt of 35,500,000 guilders, while funding an additional 
664,500,000 guilders in reducing the public debt. 

Yet a century later it was found that the beliefs propagated by both the western 
liberals and the conservatives have run their course and come to a dead end. 
The liberals, most likely, were unable to articulate or demonstrate the critical 
link between personal responsibility and societal change. The conservatives prefer 
to turn a blind eye to the reality of structural injustices and social oppression. 
The former continues to resort to individualism for solutions to societal changes 
through personal improvement only, whereas the latter calls for a return to family 
values. 

Both ignored the causes and the destructive effects of poverty, racism and 
sexism and continue to lay the blame on individual victims. In this sense, both 
liberalist sociology and a conservative restoration of familial piety- in both the 
immediate and the extended family of the society- can hardly provide a consensus 
to deal with the recent SARA (Racial, Religious and Class discriminations) 
atrocities engineered and disguised by the Soeharto regime. An insightful analysis 
of the contemporary crisis in Indonesian societies, aggravated by the globalisation 
of both economic and political activities, and the degradation of popular culture 
is needed. 

Nationalism once helped in finding a consensus to the emerging social and 
political conflicts accompanied with the modernisation of Indonesia. 
Nationalism, which had no precedent in the ideological tradition of Indonesia 
nor had any deep root in any form of social organisation, helped the first 
generation of modern nationalists see especially the need for a national language 
that was other than the colonial language. The realisation of such a need for a 
(national) identity was geared strategically to end the colonial 'divide and rule' 
policy. For the first time it was recognised that an identity was needed by the 
colonised people, and a common language was deemed the most important thing 
for the construction of that national identity. Though some writers of Indonesian 
history noted that it was less nationalism that created a common language, but 
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that a common language - meaning, Malay as a lingua franca - helped create 
nationalism (Anderson 1990: 199). As it happens to the nation-building process 
of other nations, modern nationalism is a product of print capitalism which 
creates an imagined community. It 'is imagined because the members of even 
the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, 
or even hear of them. Yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion' 
(Anderson 1991: 6). The realm of imagination, for good or bad, becomes an 
arena and a common ground for the early Indonesian nationalists to deal with 
injustices as well as colonialism. 

Taking a cautious awareness on that emerging nationalism, the Dutch colonial 
regime strategically invented two political and economic hegemonies of 
beambtenstaat (bureaucratic state) and economic dirigisme. Beambtenstaat, which 
has been continuously adopted into the Indonesian national government since 
the colonial days, is a huge extension of the state apparatus deep into (native) 
society and a proliferation of its functions. Non-political space like education, 
religion, irrigation, agricultural improvements, hygiene, mineral exploitation, 
political surveillance- all fall increasingly into the control of a rapidly expanding 
officialdom. The hegemonic beambtenstaat grow according to its inner impulses 
rather than any organised extra state demands (Anderson 1980: 97-8). The 
Indonesian dirigisme means a wide variety of merc"antilist state interventions 
from direct ownership to nationalist strategies of industrial planning, and state 
authority over a range of economic activities from trade to investment (Hewison 
1993: 44). 

These two colonising political-economic strategies, which had been adopted 
since the Dutch arrival, were adopted and practised by the New Order regime. 
They took a different face as enshrined in the so-called dual function of the 
military, safeguarded by a related policy on the floating mass and exercising 
political surveillance. As neatly indoctrinated in the dual function, the Indonesian 
Armed Forces have permanent responsibilities in the fields of both national 
security and social-political-economic development. Under this banner, the 
military massively penetrated all hierarchies of the state apparatus and most 
aspects of its people's life (Anderson 1990: ll5). People in the rural areas (below 
the regency level) are 'floating' away from the political parties because they are 
not to be distracted from the tasks of development which is planned for the 
poor underclass mass people. 

Society in Three Tiers 
It is not surprising then that the New Order's shady economic development has 
followed an awkward logic of capital that produces rituals and clients instead of 
one that produces more capital. The dyadic patron-client relationship, which 
very often becomes very personal, demands much wit and manipulation to sustain 
the patronage. It can be reflected in the fact that people (clients) prefer to look 
at a person before them, rather than their colleagues at their sides. (Errington, 
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in Gesick 1983: 105-6). Moreover, the state and the ruling class also like lO 

organise pompous ceremonies just for their vested political interests. Rather 
than public and national rituals being means to shore up the state, the state is a 
device for the enactment of national rituals. Power serves pomp, not pomp power 
(Geertz 1980: 13). 

As regards the supposedly progressive, modern and enlightened upper and 
middle class people, unfortunately, their role has been quite awkward. They 
have been considered as terpelajar (smart, educated) citizens. However, the 
terpelajar people are not just better educated- they are the educated in a society 
of the uneducated. Their power derives not from their ability to disseminate 
new concepts in society, but from their ability to penetrate and conserve old and 
secret knowledge (Anderson 1980: 47). Two years before the 1992 Indonesia 
general election, various academic associations, which had been established based 
on certain religious beliefs, showed up as partisan and social classes rather than 
distinguishing themselves as independent and professional bodies. Such a delicate 
sentiment should not be ignored as this was also the time when people started to 

criticise the aging Soeharto mostly because of his corruption, nepotism and 
cronyism. 

The (Imagined) Present: Modern Forms of Violence, Atrocities and Wealth Identity 
Why did the 1998 Indonesian reformation take place? Or, better lO say, why did 
Soeharto abruptly resign as President of Indonesia after 32 years in power? The 
immediate cause of his resignation, in fact, was an ullimatum from the armed 
forces' leadership that he would be impeached if he did not step down 
immediately. Surprisingly, the military in turn were responding to the massive 
riots in Jakarta, which were precipitated by the murder of six unarmed and 
peaceful student demonstrators at Trisakti University in mid-May 1998. This 
fast and violent act of the military on the President was intended to put the mass 
riots under government control again. However, such repressive and ruthless 
reaction also shed some light on the quandary the government found itself in, 
being threatened by the underclass people - the massa rahyat. 

Undoubtedly, the mastermind Soeharto conducted his murderous regime with 
cunning and a profound understanding of Indonesian history, its racial myths 
and violent obsessions deep-rooted in the Indonesian culture for more than 
three decades. Saya Shiraishi, a Japanese anthropologist, tried to understand the 
mind of a Bapah (Father) Soeharto, the ruins he has brought upon his country's 
democracy, and the further terrors he is capable of producing in order to 

intimidate his own people. Shiraishi has argued that the new order Family State 
(the protege bapah-anah buah relationship) creates New Criminals. The New 
Order media, ranging from children's books to television newscasts, often seem 
to celebrate, rather than deplore, the violence or potential violence of the streets. 
Thus, the deeper one's fear of such outside danger is, the stronger the grip of a 
bapah over one's life. (Shiraishi 1997: 34-5). 
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A systematic repression of democracy certainly has swayed the floating mass, 
the massa rahyat, and the middle class too, into considering that thinking or 
involving in politics is of no use and not worthy. More so when politics is 
incorporated into the scope of morality, or simplified and mythologised as 
activities related to dirty gossip, tricks and intrigues only. 

The jakarta Pos Kota daily newspaper (the second biggest in Indonesia) and 
various luxurious weekly news magazines have supported that view. These 
modem mass media help in creating images of a fearful and subversive massa. 
Consequently that works in reinforcing a sense of fear for a revolutionary potential 
in the underclass, which is often associated with communism and criminality -
a fear deliberately cultivated by the government in different forms during the 
New Order. 

Paradoxically, the latest form of this fear of the massa rahyat is now imagined 
and embraced by the government itself, and in so real and paranoid a manner. 
Siegel (1998) noted that it has been observed that most [criminals] were 
necessarily killed several times. They were killed and dumped in public places 
with their bodies badly tortured. The reason for that is probably because the 
unrestrained power (and wealth) of these underclass criminals are threatening 
an important element of the national identity, which is also core to the traditional 
identity of the upper and middle class, that is, ones shameful wealth and desires 
should be restrained, not let loose. 

The fact that the 1998 May Reformasi could be disrupted probably has to 
deal with the idiosyncratic assumptions of the middle class in dealing with the 
injustices and atrocities committed by the repressive regime on the masses. Before 
and after the Reformasi, the economic crisis certainly hit the underclass people 
in terms of basic food needs. The masses were preoccupied mainly with buying 
up basic foodstuff such as cooking oil, rice and sugar. No matter what, the jakarta 
May riot (May 13-14, 1998) and the accompanying violence and lootings 
committed by the underclass was considered by the middle and upper class as 
fearful and dangerous. 

The attitudes and actions of the massa- without 'rakyat'- were considered as 
manifestations of their shameful desires (nafsu), something the enlightened 
middle and upper class Indonesians should distance themselves from. On the 
other hand, the elite class, somehow, would also consider that the looters should 
be forgiven and their actions were understandable because they were people 
dictated merely by shameful nafsu, a similar label for the Chinese. The WNI 
(Indonesian Citizen) people always have been accused of being wealth seekers 
- as commonly portrayed in the television and other modern mass media. The 
irony of one kind of racial politics in Indonesia with regard to Indonesians of 
'Chinese' descent is that violent racism, lootings and rapes targeted at the Chinese 
are based and justified on a moral ground. It is not that 'Chinese' people should 
leave Indonesia; but that they should become better Indonesians (Siegel1998). 
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Then, Networkling) of Massa Rakyat Motions 
Consider the power of the spectacular modern mass media, Weber commented 
that 'it is an ironic age in which technology and media that were supposed to 
bring about the global village have contributed to the revival of "ethnic cleansing" 
and religious fundamentalism.' He also noticed the ironies as expressed in the 
universal phenomenon that 'economic competitiveness goes hand in hand with 
mass unemployment, when "prosperity" means growing economic inequalities 
and when the much heralded end of the Cold War coincides with spreading 
social and political disintegration' (Weber 1996: 7). With increasing deregulation 
and globalisation in both political and economic activities, inequality between 
world powers and the marginal is growing; which is reproduced in the national 
as well as the local context between the underclass and the ruling class. This is 
especially so for workers who lack not only skills but also power. A vicious 
cycle is set in - people become poor because they lack power; and they lack 
power because of their poverty. 

Global capitalism feeds on competition and profit. Our materialist desires 
fanned by the capitalist order are insatiable, for we will always be looking at 
what we lack instead of what we already possess. Therefore, it necessarily 
suppresses such potential altruistic values as love, freedom, sharing of feeling 
and desires of a personal or communal level. To rationalise its decadence and 
mercantile philosophy, bourgeois society creates a system of binary oppositions 
which gives the illusion that the system's tendency toward decadence is balanced 
by an equal tendency toward wholesomeness. Thus, as Woman is binary to Man, 
so leisure is to work, personal life to public life, the domestic sphere to the 
political, the emotional life to the economic. 

A classical paradigm of democratisation sees cultural production as the 
romantic and mimetic representation of the tradition of the national authority, 
its values and practices, which are largely that of the majority. Cultural innovation 
is regarded as a departure from the unchanging deposit of indigenous heritage, 
however it is defined. Again, liberal sociology and conservatism can hardly find 
a consensus of the culturally determined ironies they inherited. 

Is there still any chance to reform the repressive Indonesian New Order into 
a civil and democratic society? Indonesia, a country composed largely of peasants 
and workers, is not a developed democratic society in which civil rights and 
obligation are taken for granted. Is there an alternative pattern of building a 
civil society and practising democracy in this country? Several Indonesian 
scholars have argued that civil society and democratisation are exclusive and 
bourgeois concepts of the enlightened non-underclass people. A social movement 
which will mobilise people of different social classes to put their trust in each 
other so to communicate and act collectively is surely a goal to be attained. Such 
kind of mutual trust to be cultivated and embraced by the massa ral1yat for each 
other, can only be attained if we can go back to the deep-seated paradoxes and 
ironies in the Indonesian culture. 
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It is important that we do not just denounce easily these conflicts, 
contradictions, paradoxes, ironies and binary oppositiolls in our culture. The 
intricacy and assistance they lend in concealing and masking the defects and 
injustices of the system need to be looked into carefully. Lurking in the social 
norms which we have taken for granted, or in the different forms of cultural 
productions, these paradoxes and ironies do not make for easy disclosure and 
disarticulation. In the last five years for example, which coincided with the time 
of growing repression of the Soeharto regime, hethoprah, a (traditional) underclass 
performing arts in Indonesia, has re-emerged as one of the most popular political 
theatre. Kethoprah' s rustic, rude, vulgar and messy theatrical forms, the trivial 
sounding dialogues, costume and stage decoration, seem as if they are meaningful, 
classical and ancient. Trivial as they might seem, the signs and images of hethoprah 
are hardly engineered as romantic mimeses of ancient or eternal wisdom and 
laws (Budi Susanto 1997). As one of the best-liked popular performing arts in 
Indonesia, hethoprah prompts us to a comparative study of the meaning and 
value of realism. A modern Hollywood drama of realism claims to be an imitation 
of real life disguising how much it is just a representation, very often than not, a 
distortion claiming itself to be truth. A movie theatre with its stage setting and 
stage rituals distances its audience, thus constantly reminding its audience itself 
that it is a reproduction. Kethoprak does not appear realistic, but it certainly is! 

Another example is a 1998 best selling novel entitled Saman written by a 
'feminist' author. Her idiosyncratic novel is considered one of Indonesia's post­
colonial works. Shaped by postmodern problematics, a post-colonial literature 
has been primarily characterised by intertextual paradoxes and ironies, adopting 
the strategies of recycling features of the dominant culture to challenge its own 
foundation and its various discursive practices from within. Saman has much 
appreciation for the marginalised people and the consciousness to challenge the 
master-narratives of Indonesian history. It rejects realism, refuses textual closure, 
and attacks the binary constructions of mainstream concepts and language. While 
many radical artists and political cultural activists consider ironies to be powerful 
and subversive, others look at it with suspicious eyes. After all, deconstructing 
ironies is a double-edged business. The politics of reading can have ironies read 
in a way that may both reinforce or undermine the existing power relations 
(Hutcheon 1994). These two examples as well as several other underground 
bulletins, newspapers (i.e. Suara Independent, Expose) and internet information 
and data are possible targets or channels to be explored in deconstructing the 
repressive politics and cultures of the New Order. These cultural practices can 
served as examples of disclosing moments, disjunctions or simply as twilight 
zones marking the failure of the national 'translation' of the new order in 
transferring, disguising, and abusing age-old paradoxes and ironies for its own 
ends. They, therefore, also mark where subversion is possible. The ironies and 
political language employed by the New Order for so long to organise and order 
the Indonesian people have to be played around with. (Siegel1986 & 1997). 
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Deconstructing ironies as part of the socio-cultural mobilisation should in no 
sense be interpreted as revenge or a mere reversal of the existing power relations. 
The Soeharto family, his cronies and the Indonesia military regime never drop 
the massa rahyat from their rhetoric. But never are the massa rallyat represented 
as they are without distortion. Passionate memories of the dangerous mass are 
constantly recalled and reproduced orally and in writing (During 1999: 185). 
The 1998 Reformasi gave evidences that Soehart o 's manipulation of the Qavanese) 
national and traditional 'pomps' as well as the repressive doctrines of the military 
generals of the 1945 generation become vulnerable symbols for the democratic 
young generations and underclass people. In this sense, the New Order perhaps 
has learned a lot from the first President of Indonesia, Sukarno, how to deal 
with the massa rahyat. Sukarno used to speak to the memories and conscience 
of a community that had shared a climactic historical experience. 

A political subversion from the bottom, from the massa rahyat up, should be 
initiated and based on a new belief- thanks to the capitalist modern mass media 
- that the importance of a text is not in its origin, but its destination (Barthes 
1977: 148). How a people read their own history, the meaning of their culture 
products and social norms should not be closed to different identified social 
classes only. The identity of a nation, as well as of an individual, in a post­
colonial society is formed rather as an activity than a static, authoritarian 
construction. The underclass massa rahyat, a people without access to 
bureaucratic or other institutionalised forms of political muscle, usually would 
not go much into the politics of representation. They would innocently presume 
that thoughts, words and reality are united in one realistic representation. An 
alternative approach to read our culture, history and our people; an alternative 
communicative mass media - without any hierarchical and dictatorial stalUs -
are among the things that certainly would be easier to disseminate and networked. 

lt is true that during the past (19l0-1930s), modernity and wealth in a certain 
sense were appropriated into the nationalist discourse and became symbols of 
the new nation. That puts the colonised at the same level of the coloniser. In 
Soeharto 's New Order, as a matter of fact, modernity and wealth suggest bisnis 
(derogatory form of 'business'), an inappropriate, notorious notion which suggests 
that wealth is located somewhere else, in an unspecified place in society and 
that is usually associated with the 'Chinese.' The bera1wl and beradab (educated 
and cultured polite:ness) middle class Indonesians easily suspected the Refonnasi, 
because they already had fear for the alienated bernafsu (full of desire) mass 
who did the rioting, looting and raping. Therefore, the modern bisnis class people 
can imagine themselves as the (Chinese) victims who have done something 
shameful, desirable and improper (Siegel 1998: 101). Thus, a modern (bisnis) 
national identity has immediacy in the daily lives of massa rahyat, not because it 
provides a lofty example but because it exhibits all the defects of ordinary 
contemporary society. And when the elite rallyat is separating themselves from 
their mass rahyat, then, the modern Indonesian people, the middle and upper 
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class in particular, come to mark the limit of national identity. For a popular 
community of the underclass people, the meaning of life is located not in the 
presence of any historical truth but mostly in its absence. 
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Vietnam in Development: 
Advances &:. Challenges 

NGUYEN MINH LUAN & LE THI NHAM TUYET 

1N 1986, THE SOCIALIST REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM embarked upon a radical path to 
economic development through a major restructuring of its economic and 
political systems. The series of economic reforms implemented since then have 
reinforced its goals of establishing a multisectoral economy with a socialist 
orientation, operating under market forces and administered and regulated by 
the state. This paper looks at Vietnam's development experience in the post­
colonial era and examines the success of the 'Doi moi'- renovation- as a strategy 
for economic and social development. 

Profile 
Vietnam lies in Southeast Asia, bordering China in the north, Laos and Cambodia 
in the west and bounded by the Pacific Ocean in the east and south. The country 
is made up of part mainland and part sea and continental shell, including many 
islands and archipelagos. The total surface area of the land is 330,991 sq. km, 
stretching longitudinally in the shape ofletter 'S'. 

The widest part lies in the north spanning 600 km, while the narrowest part 
is less than 50-km-wide in the central region. Territorial waters in the Eastern 
Sea spreads over nearly one million sq. km, while the coastline running from 
Mong Cai in the northwest to Ha Tien in the southeast is 3,260 km long. Land 
borders with China stretch across 1,400 km, Laos 2,067 km and Cambodia 
1,080 km. 

Vietnam is geographically diverse with wide variations in topography and 
monsoon-influenced climate. Lying in the tropical and semi-tropical belts, the 
land is mainly mountainous and hilly with flat plains in the. coastal delta region 
accounting for a mere quarter of total land area. It is rich in marine wealth, 



VIETNAM: BOOK EXCERPT 159 

possessing the most varied marine life among the countries of the Indochina 
peninsula. 

Vietnam's population, according to the 1999 decadal census, stood at 77.26 
million- an addition of 11.9 million people over 10 years. In terms of population, 
Vietnam ranks second in Southeast Asia and l31h among the countries in the 
world. The ratio of women to men in the country is 50.8:49.2, with 76.5 percent 
of the people living in the countryside. The population is not distributed evenly 
across the country, the average density of population being 231 persons per sq. 
km- in 1989 the figure was 195 persons per sq. km. It is densest in the northern 
delta, the figure being 17.4 times greater than that in the sparsely-populated 
high plateau. The population is young, with children under 14 years of age 
accounting for 34 percent of the total population, and 58.5 percent, or 45 million 
people, being of working age. 

Literacy is very high at 91 percent among the population over 10 years of age, 
up from 88 percent in 1989. About 7.6 percent of people 13 years and more had 
received higher education - 2.3 percent being trained technical workers or 
professionals, 2.8 percent secondary vocational trained, 0. 7 percent college level, 
l. 7 percent had university education and 0.1 percent had achieved higher 
standards. 

The Vietnamese people are as diverse as the land they live in. The country is 
home to 54 ethnic groups, the largest being the Kinh people who constituted 
86.6 percent ofthe population in 1989. The remaining 53 ethnic minority peoples 
make up 10 million of the total population. Only four of these 54 ethnic groups 
- the Kinh, Hoa, Khmer and Cham - reside mainly in the plains, coastal areas 
and midland, while the rest inhabit the mountainous regions. The areas where 
the minorities live are some of the poorest regions of Vietnam; and yet, throughout 
Vietnam's history, the 54 ethnic groups have lived together in solidarity as a 
great family of nationalities. 

The 1999 UNDP Human Development Report ranked Vietnam 110 among 
17 4 countries on the basis of life expectancy, education and income. However, 
calculated on actual income per capita, the country ranks 133 in the world. 

The political base of the government is the mass organisation, the Vietnam 
Homeland Front, and its member-organisations, in accordance with article 9 of 
the 1992 Constitution. Among the member organisations are the Vietnam 
Federation of Trade Labour Union, Vietnam Farmers' Association, Ho Chi Minh 
Communist Youth Union and Vietnam Women's Union. 

The mass organisations participate not only in the establishment of the state 
agencies and law-making, but also oversee the management of the state, monitor 
operations of the state agencies, and help implement the regime 'of the people, 
by the people and for the sake of the people'. All activities of the state has to be 
based on the principle: 'people know, people discuss, people take part in, and 
people check'. 
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The Colonial Era 
The history of the Vietnamese people is a history of centuries of relentless struggle 
against invaders and colonial and imperial domination -in recent times mainly 
against the French and the Americans. It was in the mid-l91h century that France 
began intrusions into Vietnam as part of its ambitions to colonise what was then 
called Indochina. But it was only in 1900 that they could firmly establish 
themselves in that country, overcoming the resistance put up by the freedom­
loving people. 

Vietnam continued to be a French colony till1945, characterised by a colonial 
and semi-feudal regime and a backward agricultural economy. Rice was the main 
crop, the countrywide land for rice cultivation being 4.56 million hectares, with 
an average productivity of 10.7 ta!ha [1 ta = 100kg approx.]. Landlords, who 
made up a mere 2 percent of the number of households in the country, owned 
52.1 percent of the arable land, while the labouring peasants comprising 97 
percent of households owned only 36 percent of cultivable land. Industrial 
production was insignificant and mainly served the colonial masters as a measure 
to exploit natural resources as well as the labour of the people. 

Ore extraction was a lucrative business for the French. Investments in mining 
shot up from 18.7 million francs in 1924 to 184.40 million francs in 1928. 
Mining area in 1929 was seven times higher than that before World War I. The 
total value of mined ore in 1919 was 4.6 million dong and increased to 18.6 
million dong in 1929 [1 dong= 11.46 francs]. Coal was the main ore, accounting 
for 77 percent of total mining activity, followed by tin, iron and other minerals. 
The minerals extracted were, however, not for local use but were exported as 
raw material. 

The development of processing enterprises such as weaving, alcohol, 
cement, brick-tile, glasses and matches mainly focussed on exploiting 
the cheap local labour for the expanding consumer markets in Indochina 
and the Far East region. These industries adversely impacted upon the 
traditional handicraft occupations of Vietnam, and fetched maximum 
profits for the French monopoly capitalist. 

More than 90 percent of the Vietnamese population were illiterate at that 
time. According to statistical data in 1939, the number of university students 
accounted for only 0.3 percent of the population, and there were only three 
universities in the whole of Indochina. Medical facilities were very poor with 
the availability of only 0.23 doctors per 10,000 population. 

Colonial repression fostered the growth of nationalism in Vietnam and people 
began to organise themselves in different parts of the country from the 20s. The 
Marxist-Leninist organisations were consolidated by Ho Chi Minh and the 
Indochina Communist Party was born in 1930 whose foremost intent was to 
fight colonialism, even as it organised resistance against japanese occupation of 
the country during the Second World War. In 1941, Ho Chi Minh founded the 
Viet Minh, a broad-based unity front that included people from all sections of 
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society, which had become a powerful force and enjoyed widespread popular 
support by the end of the war. 

The August 1945 Revolution 
In August 1945, the Viet Minh, under the leadership of the Communist Party or 
Workers' Party as it was then called, successfully carried out a revolution which 
overthrew the feudal throne, and pushed back the colonial invaders. On 
September 2, I 945, President Ho Chi Minh read the declaration of independence, 
proclaiming the establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. However, 
the French did not easily accept defeat and the newborn nation was almost 
immediately forced into war to prevent the return of the colonial power. It was 
several years before the country could be totally liberated. 

The years 1945-54 were a period of resistance and national construction­
carrying out a war of resistance against the French colonialists for complete 
freedom and independence and at the same time building up a young new power. 
A general election had been held on January 6, 1946, to elect the first National 
Assembly of the new Vietnam. This first legislature adopted the country's 
Constitution, which declared that 'Vietnam had become independent. .. 
Vietnamese nation had all the rights to freedom ... Vietnamese women had equal 
rights with men to enjoy the rights to liberty of a citizen ... .' 

The effects of national construction were seen in agriculture which improved 
considerably because of the introduction of policies lowering land tax and 
temporarily redistributing land to the poor. Agricultural productioii touched 
three million tons in 1954- 13.7 percent higher than 1946. The rate of increase 
in agricultural productivity during the nine years' war in the north was 10 percent 
per annum. After years of hard struggle, the anti- French resistance war 
culminated in a glorious and 'resounding victory I that shook] the globe' at Dien 
Bien Phu on May 7, I954. 

However, Vietnam's problems were far from over despite the victory at Dien 
Bien Phu. Even though France acceded to the terms of the 1954 Geneva 
agreements and withdrew its forces, its erstwhile American advisors did not. In 
violation of the international agreements, the US set up a parallel government in 
Saigon and divided the country to 'halt the spread of communism in Southeast 
Asia'. Over the years, US presence swelled with the advisors being augmented 
by more than a million American troops, even as resistance within South Vietnam 
continued to grow against the US-supported military governments. In the two 
decades of the undeclared American war of aggression in Vietnam which included 
an intense aerial war against the North, more bombs were dropped on this small 
country than the total bombs used in World War ll. The chemical, biological 
and incendiary bombs destroyed 70 percent of cultivated tracts, laid waste IO 
million hectares of productive lands, killed and maimed countless numbers and 
did not spare Vietnam's neighbours, Cambodia and Laos, whose land and people 
suffered the same fate. 
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This new war of resistance also did not discourage the nation-building 
measures initiated earlier. 1n just two years, 1955-57, the people in the North 
undertook and completed major land reforms which gave land to the tillers. 
Peasants became masters of the countryside, and agricultural production 
improved. The next step was the collectivisation of agriculture, which was 
undertaken over 1958-60. 1n these three years, agricultural production, in spite 
of natural calamities, recorded an annual rate of increase of 5.6 percent. The 
dominant role of state enterprises in the national economy was established. And 
the annual rate of increase of industrial production was 21.7 percent. National 
income per capita from 1955 to 1960 increased two times, while social purchasing 
power went up by 70 percent. 

Planning for Economic Development 
1t was in 1961 that Vietnam initiated planned development for industrial growth. 
Under the first five-year plan (1961-65) -which was implemented amid the US 
bombings in the North and the war of aggression in the South- industrial bases 
were re-established and new ones set up. Basic industries such as power 
generation, engineering, metallurgy, chemical products, building materials and 
so on were established and developed to help create the base for an industrial 
nation. One of the biggest achievements of industry was the provision of effective 
services to the agricultural sector, especially in the fields of water conservancy, 
machinery and farming tools, and fertilisers and pesticides. With these inputs 
from industry, the traditional mono-crop and low-yield pattern of agricultural 
production changed comprehensively and it was able to meet the requirements 
of food and industrial raw materials as well as for export. By 1965 the annual 
growth rate in tenus of value of total agricultural products was 4.1 percent. 

Educational facilities were improved and most communes in the delta, 
midlands and mountainous regions had their own primary and secondary schools, 
while senior secondary schools were set up in the districts. Of the 16 million 
people in the North, 4.5 million were able to go to school. Health infrastructure 
also grew with hospitals in 70 percent of the districts, and primary healthcare 
covering 90 percent of the communes in the delta and 70 percent of the communes 
in the mountainous regions. 

1n spite of these developments, agricultural production could not be assured, 
dependent as it was on the vagaries of nature. 1n 1971, heavy typhoons caused 
widespread damage to crops, leading to food scarcity. So during 1971-73 
agricultural activities embraced animal husbandry as a major source of food, 
while forestry was developed to promote the economy in the mountainous 
regions. The next two years were devoted to economic restoration as rice fields 
destroyed by the bombings were filled up, irrigation systems restored and 
upgraded and land reclamation and reforestation promoted. 1n 1974, both 
harvests of the year saw bumper crops, and industrial and handicraft production 
over-fulfilled targets of the plan by 4 percent, an increase of 15 percent over the 
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production of the previous year. In the 1974-75 academic year, 6.63 million 
people, an average of one in every four. There were 55,475 students studying in 
39 universities, and 69,813 students enrolled in 195 vocational secondary 
schools. There were 5,513 qualified doctors, 21,035 assistant doctors and 43,499 
nurses- an the average 11.7 doctors for every 10,000 population. 

During the war years, production was even stepped up to meet the 
requirements of food while political security and social order were firmly 
maintained. The total value of industrial production went up 16.6 times from 
1955 to 1975, an annual increase of 14.7 percent. The per capita industrial 
production in different sectors went up by: power generation 13.8 times; coal 
4.8 times; cement 25.2 times; and paper 14.5 times. 

The protracted anti-US resistance war ended and in May 1975 the South was 
completely liberated, bringing to a close a chapter in Vietnam's history marked 
by heroic sacrifice and courage of the Vietnamese people in thwarting the 
imperialist designs of the most powerful country in the world. The US spent 
$150 billion on the undeclared war, sending in 2.7 million American troops 
armed with state-of-the-art weapons of mass destruction; 58,000 Americans died 
in the war, 304,000 were wounded in action and 75,000 were disabled. For the 
Vietnamese the cost of this war can never be fully computed: while an estimated 
three million Vietnamese lost their lives in the 20 years of war, three out of every 
five households having lost one member or more, the long-term effects of the 
trauma of war and chemicals such as Agent Orange take their toll evert today. 

Reunification and Reconstruction 
The decade following the war was devoted to political integration of the North 
and the South ofVietnams which saw the establishment of socialism in the country 
as the people worked for reconstruction of their war-ravaged countr)~ On April 
25, 1976, general elections across the country elected a common general assembly 
for the unified Vietnam, the sixth legislature of the National Assembly. The 1976-
80 five-year plan focussed on the restoration of the industrial, agricultural and 
communications establishments in the North and rebuilding of the war-worn 
countryside in the South. It was a time of consolidating the state economy and 
collective economy in the North, of carrying out reform and readjustment of 
private industry and commerce in the South, of bringing part of the agricultural 
lands in South and south-central Vietnam under collective fanning, of 
redistributing the social labour force. However, progress was slow as productivity 
did not match investments of labour and capital, national income did not ensure 
social consumption, prices fluctuated and financial markets and the currency 
situation did not stabilise. In short, the life of the working people was still difficult. 

Therefore, the 1981-85 five-year plan was geared to a step-by-step reform of 
economic management and the abolition of state subsidies, creating the 
fundamental prerequisite for the development of a market economy. During this 
period, the average annual increase in agricultural production was 4.9 percent 
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as against 1.9 percent during the 1976-80 plan period; the corresponding figures 
for national income being 6.4 percent against 0.4 percent. However, even the 
1981-85 plan failed to realise the goals of basic stability in the economy and 
social security for the people, the inflation rate in 1986 touching a high of 774.7 
percent. 

There were manifold reasons for the slow economic growth. The country was 
under siege and scarce resources had to be diverted -for the defence of the country 
in the border conflicts with neighbouring states, while a US-led embargo adversely 
affected trade and even interrupted humanitarian aid. Agricultural production 
was frequently affected by floods, typhoons or drought and there was not enough 
food to feed the country's population. 

Foreign debt was very high as was unemployment at almost 30 percent. 
A major cause for the slow development was that Vietnam had been 
building socialism in a dogmatic style, strictly imitating the experiences 
of other countries, and the mechanisms of central planning and state 
subsidy were viewed as having many negative consequences. Besides these, 
in the zeal to carry out revolutionary policies, some grave mistakes were 
made, which further aggravated the situation. 

Renovation and Restructuring 
It was at this critical juncture that the national congress of representatives of the 
Vietnam Communist Party was held in 1986 which engaged in serious self­
criticism of the party's leading role in nation-building in the spirit of 'looking 
straight to the truth, analysing the truth, speak out the truth'. While celebrating 
all that was good, it underlined the mistakes made, and attempted to draw major 
lessons from these experiences. Based on these self-reflections, the party laid 
out a plan for comprehensive renovation and development of a multisectoral 
economy, marking a turning point in the building of a new Vietnam. 

With the foundations for a move towards a market economy having already 
been laid, the fundamentals of this renovation, or Doi Moi as it is called, were to 
further develop the economy and society along a defined road that would maintain 
national independence, create wealth for the people, build a strong country, and 
move forward to modernisation while ensuring a fair and civilised society. This 
strategy put people in the central position, for the people and by the people; 
economic development would go hand in hand with cultural and social 
development to harmonise economic growth with social progress, for a better 
material and moral life, and for higher standards of living. 

In this spirit of renewal, successive five-year plans were laid out up to the 
year 2020 and a series of economic reforms were proposed that would facilitate 
the commercialisation of agriculture and the establishment of private businesses. 
Among the new policies formulated were those which sought to empower state­
owned enterprises to be self-sufficient, and to encourage the expansion of private 
sector enterprises. In December 1987, the Law on Foreign Investment was passed 
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which aimed at opening up the economy to attract foreign investments and 
encourage exports. 

The emphasis of the first plan (1986-90) was on three priority areas: food 
production, consumer goods and exports. Over the five years marked 
improvements were registered in the performance of certain core sectors and 
the average annual increase was- power generation (11.1 percent), cement (ll 
percent), steel (8 percent) and tin (16 percent). Exploration and exploitation of 
crude oil was launched with foreign direct investment (FDI) and production 
jumped from 40,000 tons in 1986 to 2.7 million tons in 1990. There was an 
overall improvement in quality due to investments in private sector enterprises 
and adoption of technological advances in production processes. 

All these improvements, however, failed to pull the country out of social and 
economic crises and burning socio-economic problems remained unresolved. 
The high rate of inflation continued, living standards of salary earners and social 
allowance beneficiaries deteriorated steadily, and many state enterprises, small 
industry and handicraft co-operatives began stagnating, running at a loss, or 
were forced to close down. 

Based on the experience of 1986-90, Vietnam focussed on a stable strategy 
for socio-economic development for the next 10 years, with stability as the key 
task for the 1991-95 plan, which would create conditions for rapid growth in 
the period thereafter. So the general goals of the 1991-95 plan was to overcome 
the difficulties and challenges for economic and social stabilisation, to strengthen 
political stability and eradicate social inequities. 

However, in the early 90s, a major blow to Vietnam's goal of rapid economic 
development came from the collapse of the Soviet Union and Eastern European 
socialist countries which led to the sudden loss of major export markets as well 
as resources for capital investment. 

Over a long time, 70-80 percent of Vietnam's total imports came from the 
USSR and the socialist countries in Eastern Europe, and these countries accounted 
for about 50 percent of Vietnamese exports. Vietnam had fraternal ties with 
these countries which provided finance and other resources for investment and 
development activities on easy terms. Va;ious co-operative programmes, joint 
ventures and labour agreements had to be abruptly dissolved or dramatically 
altered into free market trading relations. The application of the principles of 
equal price exchange in the international market and settlement in hard currency 
led to a foreign exchange crisis in the country and high inflation - in 1990 
increase in the rate of inflation was 67.1 percent, and in 1991 it went up to 67.5 
percent. The value of exports fell from Rouble & Dollar 2.404 billion in 1990 to 
Rouble & Dollar 2.087 billion in 1991, and imports registered a sharp decline 
from Rouble & Dollar 2.752 billion to 2.338 billion. 

Domestically, however, there were significant achievements in the first decade 
of Doi MoL On the agriculture front, a high and stable annual rate of growth of 
4-4.5 percent was attained, with an average food production of 400 kg per capita 
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per annum- 1.5 times higher than the average in 1985. The high productivity 
has led to near self-sufficiency in agriculture and ensured supplies for the export 
market. 

The 1996-2000 plan sought to build upon the experiences of the previous 
decade. Its priorities were outlined as: 

• to carry out simultaneously three economic objectives - promotion of 
industrialisation with high and sustainable growth rate and efficiency, firm 
and stable macro-economy, and preparation of the prerequisites towards a 
higher level of development after 2000; 

• continue to carry out consistently and in long term the policy of 
multisectoral economy; 

• to harmonise economic growth and social development; 
• to closely combine economic development with national defence and 

security; and 
• to combine development of important economic regions but avoid big gaps 

in development among different regions. 
In this plan period, too, Vietnam's precarious economic stability received a 

serious jolt, affecting its goal of achieving a high and sustained growth rate. Just 
as the economy was recovering from the turmoil caused by the collapse of the 
Eastern Bloc countries, the Asian financial crisis erupted, severely affecting 
Vietnam's export market. 

Many Asian countries that experienced the crisis had replaced the USSR and 
Eastern European countries as Vietnam's trading partners and 70 percent of 
Vietnam's export market was in Asia and 70 percent of its foreign investments 
came from Asian countries. The fmancial crisis coupled with internal weaknesses 
in the economy led to a fall in the rate of increase of GDP from 9.3 percent in 
1996 to 8.2 percent in 1997, 5.8 percent in 1998 and 4.8 percent in 1999, with 
an annual GDP growth of 6.94 percent. 

However, in 2000, the fall in the rate of growth of GDP was arrested, while 
the main targets of the five-year-plan were reached or even over-fulfilled- the 
export quota registered its highest increase at 21.3 percent, higher than the plan 
target of ll-12 percent. 

Progress was also achieved in other spheres with improvements being visible 
in people's lives: training-education improved in terms of quality, scale and 
material infrastructure; over one million jobs were created annually; significant 
advances were registered on the fronts of hunger elimination and poverty 
reduction, a fact which has been appreciated by world opinion; and foreign ties 
and active economic integration were expanded. 

According to figures computed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the 
average GDP per capita (in US dollars) in Vietnam in 1998 was 320, while in 
Indonesia it was 540, China 780, the Philippines 887, Thailand 1850, and 
Malaysia 3202. 
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The New Millennium 
The year 2000 was the last year of the decade-long focus on stable strategy for 
socio-economic development. The strategy, though it was adopted and 
implemented during difficult times, did further Vietnam's goals of economic 
development, transition to a market-oriented socialist economy and international 
integration. The enhancement of economic capacity over the 10 years has created 
favourable preconditions for strengthening the process of industrialisation and 
modernisation. On the threshold of a new millennium, the country 's progress 
on various fronts can be summed up as follows: 

• Despite severe drawbacks, the economy registered the highest-ever growth 
rates. The annual GDP growth rate was 7.5 percent registering an increase 
of 2.06 times over the 10 years. 

Agriculture: annual rate of growth of production was 5.4 percent, 
outstripping the plan target of 4-4.2 percent; food output per capita, 
which was 330 kg in 1990, increased to 435 kg in 2000; the projected 
value of agricultural yield in 2000 is 17.5 million dong!ha against 13.5 
million dong!ha in 1995; 
Fisheries: the average growth was 8.8 percent per year and fisheries 
accounted for 10-12 percent of the value of agricultural production. It 
has become a key export sector, accounting for 25 percent of the 
agricultural export turnover and about 8 percent of the gross export 
turnover nationwide. Forest cover increased from 28.2 percent in 1995 
to 33 percent in 2000. 
Industry: the value of industrial production grew by 12.9 percent in 10 
years, against the plan target of 9.5-12.5 percent. Productivity of crude 
oils shot up 6.1 times, electricity 3 times, cement 4.6, processed steel 
13.9, clothing 1.3, and paper 3.8 times. 
Exports: The export value of industrial and handicraft products rapidly 
grew by 7.7 times in 10 years, with value of industrial exports in 2000 
comprising 70 percent of the gross value of the country's export turnover. 
There were positive changes in foreign economic activities, especially in 
recent years. In the initial years, balance of trade was heavily weighed 
clown by imports with the ratio of export to import in the 70s being 1:4. 
This ratio improved greatly and was 1:1.06 in 1999. The annual average 
export turnover went up from $304 million over 1976-80 to $5.646 
billion in 1996-2000. In 1999, it touched a high of $11.523 billion. 
Foreign investment activities started taking off in 1988 and in july 2000, 
there were about 3,000 projects of 700 enterprises from 62 countries 
with total registered capital of $36 billion and working capital of $16.89 
billion. 
The services sector has seen multi-faceted development, its value 
increasing by an average of 8.2 percent per annum over the 10 years, 
though lower than the plan target of 12-13 percent. 
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Infrastructure has developed and expanded rapidly, especially in the 
areas of the traffic control, information technology, power, irrigation 
and water supply, and industrial zones. 

• The country 's economic structure changed considerably as the share of 
agriculture- though demonstrating an increase in absolute value- in GDP 
decreased from 38.9 percent in 1990 to 25 percent in 2000, with 
corresponding increases in the share of industry and construction from 
22.7 percent to 34.5 percent and services from 38.6 percent to 40.5 percent 
respectively. 

Implementation of current policies promoting private ownership and 
multi-faceted businesses led to several changes: in agriculture, the state's 
share is 3 percent, with the informal sector accounting for 97 percent, 
while in the services sector, state-owned and non-state owned enterprises 
are equally balanced. However, even with the transition to a multi-sector 
economy, the state-owned sectors have the key role. At present, the whole 
country has about 22,120 private enterprises, 15,480 cooperatives, 130,000 
cooperative teams or production collectives; and 100,000 private farms. In 
1999 the private sector accounted for 49 percent of the GDP against 40.2 
percent contributed by state enterprises, foreign invested enterprises 
accounting for the balance. 

Despite all these achievements, some inherent weaknesses and shortcomings 
of the economy still remain. 

• Prolonged stability continues to elude the economy which is susceptible to 
external fluctuations and marked by low levels of efficiency and competition 
- especially in the state-owned sector - poor product quality and high 
prices. The financial and banking systems are weak and lack transparency, 
while investments in development are fragmentary, lacking long-term vision. 
Human resources are not capitalised and technological skills are not 
advanced, while poor managerial qualities hamper effective industrial 
growth. Also the cumbersome and inefficient government machinery 
hinders proper implementation of plans and policies, thus reducing their 
efficacy. 

• While a number of pressing and serious socio-cultural problems are slowly 
being tackled, it is difficult to solve them entirely given the enormity of the 
problems. Unemployment is high both in the cities and the rural areas. 
The quality of training-education imparted is poor, especially as teaching 
is not combined with practical training, and educational fees are high 
compared with the people's average income. 

• Increasing pollution of the environment is posing serious problems in some 
regions. Healthcare services remain undeveloped and backward, adversely 
affecting the poor, who need the services most. 

• The two major social evils of drug addiction and prostitution have not 
been controlled while HIV-AIDS is becoming widespread. 
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The Contributors 

Dinesh Abrol, a research scientist working on science policy at the National 
Institute for Science Technology and Development Studies (NISTADS) in New 
Delhi, is a long-time activist of the People's Science Movement in India, and 
has been working continuously on issues relating to GATT and WTO as Co­
convenor of the National Working Group on Patent Laws (NWGPL). 

George Aditjondro has been an outspoken critic of the New Order establishment, 
and has conducted research to uncover the network of corruption and abuse 
of power in Indonesia. He is currently teaching in the Newcastle University. 

Walden Bello is executive director of Focus on the Global South and professor of 
Sociology and Public Administration at the University of the Philippines. One 
of Asia's renowned progressive thinkers, much of his recent work has been 
directed at end!ng the financial subjugation of developing countries and 
promoting alternative development models that would be much less dependent 
on foreign capitaL A prolific writer, he has authored several books including 
the award-winning A Siamese Tragedy: Development and Degradation in Modem 
Tflailand. 

Carla Bianpoen is a freelance journalist/writer, with a special interest in art and 
culture, women and development. She studied social science at the Wilhems 
Universitaet in Muenster/VVestfalen, Germany. 

Melani Budianta is teaching literature and cultural studies at the Faculty of Letters, 
University of Indonesia. She has written on the issue of gender and culture, 
and is involved in the activities of a number of women's groups in Indonesia. 
She is also a member of the ARENA Executive Board. 

Elenita C. Daiio is Executive Director of the Southeast Asia Regional Institute for 
Community Education (SEARICE) based in the Philippines. She has played 
an active role in the popularisation and dissemination of information on the 
implications of intellectual property rights, biotechnology and access to genetic 
resources on farming and indigenous communities and was instrumental in 
setting up the Network Opposed to Genetically Modified Organisms (NO 
GMOs!). 
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• The issue of corruption, waste and bureaucratic red-tapism among a large 
number of officials and party members has become very serious. 

These are the shortcomings that Vietnam hopes to overcome in the first decade 
of the 21" century. It has chosen the path of more deeply and comprehensively 
promoting the course of Doi moi in order to develop all internal resources and 
potential, especially human resources, maintain political and social stability; 
strengthen the market economy with a socialist orientation and rapid industrial 
development with scientific and technological advances for achieving its goals 
of modernisation and industrialisation, economic and social equity, as well as 
environmental protection. 
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Development in Asia, particularly in the past fifty years 
or so, has been conceptualised, articulated and 
implemented by national governments with a stated 
objective of enhancing the quality of life of entire 
populations of the respective nations. This top down 
model has given rise to an uneve.n development visible 
in Asia. 

There is a strong and growing feeling ainongst a lot 
of people's groups that the net impact of such 
development in terms of impoverishment and 

marginalisation is affecting very large populations, particularly in Asia. 
Jointly, the burning ambition of many national governments in this region 
to attain N!Chood status in the shortest period of time and the development 
solutions being forced upon them by multilateral lending agencies like the 
IMF and the World Bank are only furthering and intensifying these processes 
of impoverishment and marginalisation. Whereas such development may 
be benefiting and enhancing the life of a minority in these countries, a 
large population is paying a price for such gains of the few and they are 
truly victims of development. 

This research on adverse impacts of development is an attempt to provide 
data on the extent of displacement, marginalization and impoverishment 
in the Asian region. This compilation is confined to two areas falling largely 
under impact created by environmental degradation and industrial 
malfunctioning. 

An attempt is made to provide a balanced view about the problems as 
possible. The debate is essentially not between 'pro' and 'anti' stands, but 
about choices that minimise or eliminate adverse environmental impacts, 
reduce risks due to industries and social justice. 

Country profiles: The country profiles are a critique fo the development 
policies in ten randomly selected economies in Asia. Qapan, South Korea, 
and the economies of Sri Lanka, Nepal, Malaysia, China, teh Philippines, 
Thailand, India and Pakistan. 

Over 80 Case Studies and 750 Definitions: Sharp and crisp definitions 
and descriptions of environmenatal, industrial and social problems in Asia 
are compiled in the book's glossaries. 

Instances of environmental and industrial disasters in Asia come alive 
with moving stories of human agonies. 


