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FROM RIOTS TO REVOLUTION: 
SEEING DEMOCRATIZATION IN INDONESIA 
AND MALAYSIA

David Efendi
Lecturer, Department of Government Affairs and Administration

Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta
E-mail: defendi83@gmail.com

Abstract 
This paper aims to compare popular revolutions and riot movements 
in Malaysia and Indonesia as well as their impact on democracy in each 
of these countries. While revolutions in these countries have been the 
subject of the research in the social and political sciences, no study 
has measured how the intensity of resistance affects the prospects for 
democracy. With all other factors being constant, this article argues that 
social movements and resistance efforts have their own social impacts. 
A variety of popular resistance movements occurred in Malaysia, which 
was colonized by Great Britain, and in Indonesia, which was colonized 
by the Dutch. These states created different models of control that 
influenced society directly and indirectly. As what was seen, a lot of 
radical movements in the Indonesian society existed during the colonial 
and post-revolution eras, continuing to the current day. Meanwhile, 
in Malaysia, as examined by Scott, everyday forms of resistance have 
tended to act individually and symbolically. In addition, this article will 
discuss why certain countries experience democratization quickly while 
others do not, and why certain countries experience better economic 
development rather than political development and vice versa. For 
example, Indonesia is considered politically developed but economically, 
not as developed. Meanwhile, Malaysia, a post-British colony, is argued 
to experience the opposite; it has developed its economy rapidly but, 
at the same time, political freedom and democracy are less developed. 
Freedom of the press, human rights enforcement,a multi-party system, 
and group opposition are indicators of democracy that are easy to find 
in Indonesia but not in Malaysia.

Keywords: Rebellion, civil resistance, democracy, colonial legacy, civil 
society
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INTRODUCTION
There seems to be no end to the many scholars who discuss 

and explain rebellions and revolutions in the colonial era (Sartono 
Kartodirjo, 1977) and today they put much attention to the phenomena 
of social movements, collective action and everyday forms of resistance 
(Benedict J. Tria Kerkvliet, 2009; James Scott, 1985). On the broader 
topic of revolution, Theda Skocpol (1979) and Barrington Moore (1966) 
have found a pattern of revolution in Western and Eastern societies. 
Other political scientists pay more attention in the small thing, and 
the massive and unorganized ones; to name a few, Scott examined the 
everyday resistance and Kerkvliet examined the everyday politics. Scott 
worked on cases in Malaysia, and Kerkvliet has generally examined 
Vietnam and the Philippines. Other works will be discussed below to 
compare the cases of Indonesia and Malaysia.

This study aims to compare cases of popular rebellions and 
the intensity of everyday forms of resistance between Malaysia and 
Indonesia, and the impact of such movements toward democratization. 
To this author’s knowledge, there has been no study to compare these 
two countries in terms of how forms of resistance have or have not 
significantly affected democratization. Assuming other factors are 
constant, this article will argue that various kinds of popular resistance 
can have social impacts. This is necessary to be studied because when 
different forms of popular resistance happened, both in Malaysia and 
Indonesia, both countries were representing different colonizing states, 
as Indonesia was colonized by the Dutch and Malaysia by Great Britain. 
These states created different model of control that influenced their 
societies directly and indirectly. As can be seen, a number of radical 
movements that arose in Indonesian society during the colonial and 
post-revolution eras have continued in the recent politics during the 
post-Suharto period. Meanwhile, in Malaysia, as stated by Scott, the 
form of everyday resistance tends to be in the forms of individual and 
symbolic resistance. This article is can contribute to the discussion why 
certain countries experience rapid democratization and why others do 
not, and why certain countries achieve better economic development 
rather than in politics and vice versa. Indonesia has undergone 
comparatively rapid political development and institutional change 
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but relatively less economic development. Meanwhile, Malaysia, as 
a post-British colony has experienced the opposite; it has developed 
its economy and has made less progress in political development and 
democracy. Press freedom, multi-party politics, and opposition are 
observed to be higher in Indonesia but not in Malaysia in general.

The reasons why I am comparing these two countries are because 
(1) Indonesia and Malaysia have similar agrarian societies; (2) they are 
Muslim-majority countries in Southeast Asia; (3)they contain the same 
ethnicity, so-called Malay; (4) historically, they have somewhat similar 
histories of nation-state building in the colonial period under Dutch, 
British, and Japanese colonizers. The Dutch started colonizing Indonesia 
in 1595 and the British colonized Malay in 1786 under the rule of the 
British East India Company. Both the Dutch and British had their own 
nature as colonizers, which entailed corresponding consequences. 
The Dutch were considered as instituting direct rule rather than the 
British in Malaysia who adopted indirect rule (Bhatatacharjee, 1976). 
Moreover, the Dutch generated plenty of resistance during its rule in 
Indonesia but not the British in Malaysia. Further explanations will be 
discussed in the next parts of the paper. 

In addition, this paper explains the relationship between the 
intensity of the collective action to the democratization both in 
Indonesia and Malaysia. This debate is rarely compared among post-
colonial countries because of various reasons and factors. First, in 
some countries it is assumed that democracy is more important than 
economic development, as has been the case for Indonesia which has 
paid much attention to political development in the Sukarno Era, and 
post-authoritarian Suharto. Meanwhile, Malaysia and Singapore think 
the opposite and have put economic development as apriority rather 
than western or liberal democracy. However, comparing Indonesia 
and Malaysia can help us to understand how people value democracy 
and how the type of regime can influence the prospects for democracy. 
So the questions will be asked here are (1) how did social turbulence 
(rebellion, confrontation, resistance and riots) as the form of collective 
action during the colonial and post-colonial eras shape democratization 
in both Malaysia and Indonesia; (2) what are the conditions that 
make democratization likely to succeed regarding the culture and the 
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colonial state; (3) how are both countries strongly influenced by Islamic 
values and the similarly shared ethnicity; and, finally, (3) why is there 
a considerable gap for “democracy” between Malaysia and Indonesia.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Rebellion, to some extent, can be defined as one form of resistance. 

One also may use a definition that follows Robert and Garton (2009), 
who distinguishes resistance from rebellion. According to the two, 
resistance is a type of political action that relies on the use of non-violent 
methods; meanwhile rebellion often uses violence (Adam Robert and 
Timothy Garton, 2009).Rebellion likely happens in both democratic 
and undemocratic states, and can be understood as the possible result 
of rebellion or revolution. 

One of this article’s arguments is to contribute to the debate about 
the process of democratization in the post-colonial era. A wide array of 
literature had discussed the role of civil society (Muthiah Alagappa, 2004) 
and voluntary organizations, but such studies often do not account for the 
role of popular rebellion, anti-colonial movements, or even everyday forms 
of resistance. The thesis of this paper is,first, that the intensity of resistance 
establishes democratic values such as liberty, tolerance, and constitutional 
government, and second that the emergence of civil resistance creates 
conditions conducive toward democracy such as negotiation, non-
violence movements, and voluntary organizations, which then lead to 
democratization. The process itself may also naturally begin from the 
everyday life within the society. According to western democratic values, 
participation and freedom are emphasized, and civil resistance embeds such 
values for rebels, anti-colonial groups, and protesters. I will follow several 
different theories in understanding the concept of civil resistance based on 
Malaysian and Indonesian comparative politics. Without neglecting the 
Tocquevillian role of society, this article attempts to examine the specific 
cases of the neighboring countries. 

Some scholars have worked on the dynamics of peasant movements 
in countries across Asia, Southeast Asia and Europe. Peasant revolutions 
are generally never successful, though some strongly argue that peasant 
revolutions can lead to the emergence of a ‘democratic state’ in the 
indigenous sense (in contrast to democracy in the Western sense). 
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Barrington Moore contends that in peasant revolutions, it is the peasantry 
that abolishes the traditional elite and not the revolutionary bourgeoisie, 
which clears the way for modernization. Moore’s social class analysis 
emphasizes class conflict, such as that between landlords and peasants, as 
the main cause of social revolutions, with recognition of the other factors 
in certain circumstances (Barrington Moore, 1966). Related to Moore’s 
notion on revolution, Skocpol strongly criticizes this view in his own 
work State and Social Revolution: A Comparative Analysis France, Russia, 
and China.  In reviewing the literature, he challenges Moore by asserting 
that class analysis is unable to see the revolution in different places. In my 
opinion, however, Moore’s idea is relevant to the subject at hand because 
he relates the revolution with the emergence of democracy in a communist 
society. Like Huntington (1968), Moore emphasizes the relation between 
democracy and development, or modernization. In many places, Skocpol 
has different views with Moore; for instance, Moore argued that the role of 
the peasant was more important than that of the worker in revolutionary 
movements. Still, Moore is well-known for his position of, “No bourgeoisie, 
No democracy.” Moreover, he assumes that commercialization leads to 
industrialization and, for several reasons, it has different outcomes for 
political institutions.

Meanwhile, Eric Wolf aptly emphasizes the role of external leadership 
in strengthening the role of peasants in collective movements. Peasant 
rebellions, he argues, never succeed without the existence of local and strong 
leadership (Eric Wolf 1966). Taking a different view, Migdal distinguishes 
between two types of peasant societies: the first type is a peasant society 
in intense contact with an external society, which tends to participate in 
revolutionary movements. In contrast, the second type is a peasant society 
that is isolated from other societies, which would be reluctant to join in 
revolutions (Migdal, 1974). From such arguments, we can see that there are 
various approaches to analyze peasant or social revolutions. Some strongly 
use Marxist theory while others adopt anthropological or sociological 
analysis. According to Kartodirjo, Moore, Wolf, and Migdal, one should 
especially take note of the unsettling conditions associated with the 
introduction of commercialized agriculture.

In the context of Malaysia and Indonesia, or broadly in Southeast 
Asia, several important studies relate to peasant rebellions and 
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resistance movements, including those by Sartono Kartodirjo, James 
Scott, and Ben Kerkvliet. Kartodirjo has worked on agrarian rebellions 
in Java and Banten with focus on the significant role of peasants toward 
the colonial state at that time. He highlights the ordinary people’s role 
rather than the role of the elites (Kartodirjo,1966;Claire Holt, 1972; 
Anderson and Siegel).This is a different approach from that of Wolf 
and Migdal, and much more resembling the class analysis of Moore. 
Meanwhile, James Scott has engaged in serious research for years in 
Malaysia with an interest in the different kinds of collective action that 
emerge without explicit organization. He calls this an ‘everyday form 
of resistance’ which, in his view, does not require collective action, 
but is carried out instead privately in the course of daily life. In other 
words, citizens may resist individually by using their own ways such 
as compliance and sabotage, and they, in general, avoid confrontation 
(Scott, 1985). Lastly, Kerkvliet works on both rebellion and everyday 
politics in Vietnam. He categorizes political behavior into three realms 
i.e. official politics, advocacy politics, and everyday politics. Official 
politics is often understood as the politics of the state or government, 
and advocacy related to an NGO or private organization that has a 
state-society relationship. Both official and advocacy politics are forms 
of conventional politics. Meanwhile, everyday politics “involves people 
embracing, complying with, adjusting, and contesting norms and rules 
regarding authority over, production of, or allocation of resources and 
doing so in quite, mundane, and subtle expressions and acts that are 
rarely organized or direct (Kerkvliet, 2009).

In addition, the different meanings of rebellion, revolution, and 
resistance are somewhat difficult to separate, because some cases show 
that they are overlapping with one another. Nonetheless, perhaps they 
can simply be distinguished by using measurements such as social and 
political structural changes, as well as social and institutional changes, 
as metrics of their impact. Some argue that rebellions do not entail 
structural change, while revolutions do. Rebellion, as Webster defines 
it, is “organized, armed, open resistance to the authority or government 
in power,” while revolution is a “movement that brings about a drastic 
change in society.” Both nineteenth century writers and modern 
historians invariably refer to this conflict as a rebellion, an insurrection, 
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or a rising, implying that the violence was aimed at a certain legitimate 
authority (Locard, 1978). Furthermore, everyday forms of resistance 
and everyday politics as alternative forms of revolution, a so-called 
“small revolution”, do exist. Small resistance movements can be 
unorganized yet effective at influencing public policy or authority 
holders. Nevertheless, it needs to be examined carefully. 

Adding to this, we should also recognize why people rebel and 
why others do not. Many have argued that economic inequality breeds 
political conflict. Societies with a more unequal distribution of income 
and wealth are often thought to be more prone to such phenomena 
as revolution, rebellion, civil war, terrorism, demonstrations, and 
coups de etat. The lineage of this idea runs from Aristotle and Plato, 
to de Tocqueville, Marx, and Madison, through Lipset, Dahl, and 
Huntington.1 Some, like Weber and Schultz, introduce the “in order to 
motive” and “because motive.”2Many political scientists emphasize the 
intentionality of resistance for economic, political or cultural identity. 
For instance, domination in the colonial era created various kinds of 
anti-colonial rebellions, mostly in Third World countries. 

For Aristotle, the reason why revolution happened was a struggle for 
equality (McKeon, 1941) or in other words, on Marxist terms, rebellion for 
class struggle. But sometimes it is difficult to claim whether these rebellions 
are rational choices or the mere result of inequality (Lichbach, 1990), the 
question is, under what conditions, if any, will inequality among rational 
actors lead Have-Nots to coerce resources from the Haves through political 
dissent, protest, and violence? Politically, if everyone in a group has the 
same interests, then they will act collectively to achieve it. This argument 
was supported by Dowding Keith, who describes a situation in which active 
and passive supporters would all benefit from a certain action, although 
they have to pay individually. The rational choice is then to undertake 
this as a collective action to minimize the cost per capita (Dowding, 
1996). Conversely, Mancur Olson argues that the larger collective action 
may grant smaller shared benefits for its participants, simply because the 
1 See, Aristotle on Political Man and the Condition of the Democratic Order; S.M. 

Lipset on his Political Man: the Social Bases of Politics; Marx on his Communist 
Manifesto; Dahl’s On Democracy; De Tacquiville on Democracy in America; and, 
finally, the controversial work of Huntington on his Clash of Civilization.

2  See Fatchan and Basrowi in Pembelotan Kaum Pesantren dan Petani Jawa.
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minority can dominate the majority (Olson, 1971).In addition, motivation 
might be stemmed from pragmatic and spontaneous sources rather than 
systematic intention, particularly for unorganized movements such as 
riots. It also depends on the type of rebellion or resistance movement, 
which I categorize into two models: “resistance to change”3 and anti-status-
quo resistance. 

Concerning democratization, one often connects this process with 
economic development and the rise of the middle class (Huntington, 
Lipset, Fukuyama, Moore, etc. and political institutions) (Reynolds, 
2002).Dahl, Horowitz, Lijphart, Linz, Nohlen, Sartori, Huntington, 
Fukuyama, civil society (Tocqueville, Putnam), equality in the sense 
of ‘associationalism’ (Tocqueville, Putnam, and Dahl) or civic culture 
(Almond and Verba), egalitarian, historical continuity and consideration 
to the role of social revolution (Moore, Skocpol, and Tilly), electoral 
politics (Dahl, Diamond), literacy/education, and degrees of freedom 
(Sen, Emerson, and Lipset, 1959), but such views do not account for 
the clear role of rebellion and revolution in reshaping democracy 
and setting the grounds for democratization. One may contend that 
the wealthy and middle class significantly influence democratic 
development, as Moore states in his popular jargon “no bourgeoisie, no 
democracy” and, in the case of America, based on Moore, egalitarian 
and voluntary associations play the biggest role in shaping democracy. 
In the context of Malaysia and Singapore, the middle class, economic 
development, or literacy might have nothing to do with democracy per 
se due to the persistence of traditional authority in Malaysia and the 
Singapore’s soft authoritarianism. However, such a claim requires more 
detailed explanation and multiple perspectives.

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Context and Historical Background 
Seeing that Malaysia and Indonesia cannot be separated from 

peasant society, with its own pre- and post-colonial moral economy 
(Scott,1976), these nations built their own rationalities, which 
considerably differ from those of the Western thought. For instance, 
3 Resistance  to change is the action taken by individuals and groups when they 

perceive that a change that is occurring as a threat to them.
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in these nations, relationships are established informally to feed a 
family as an alternative to commercialization.This has led to a society 
that enjoyed harmony without any central domination and peripheral 
resistance, until Western colonialism dominated such cultures. In brief, 
this session will set forth a comparison of the intensity of rebellion 
and resistance for Indonesia and Malaysia. Firstly, the historical 
facts regarding rebellion and revolution in Indonesia are numerous 
revolutionary movements. To mention a few, there are many different 
forms of civil disobedience, revolution, and resistance, having different 
motivations, such as resistance against the Dutch government, 
resistance against the authoritarian state, resistance for democracy, and 
finally people’s resistance against ‘democracy’ in the name of identity. 
Several related studies include, for instance, Kartodirjo (1966) under 
the title The Peasant’s Revolt of Banten in 1888: Its Conditions, Course 
and Sequel. This study discussed the farmers’ rebellion in Banten and 
their fight against Dutch colonial rule. In this opposition movement, 
farmers were led by the Ulama (Moslem religious leaders) of Banten 
and the Tubagus, or nobles, in Banten. Before and after the rebellion 
of 1888, there were many civilian resistance movements in Indonesia. 
Kartodirjo stated that each revolt was a continuation of the other; 
Kuntowijoyo (2002) covered this same topic in his book Radikalisasi 
Petani.  

Other form of rebellions are introduced by Kahin (1999) in his 
book Rebellion to Integration, West Sumatra and the Indonesian Polity 
and also in a book entitled The Resistance of Santri and Peasants in Java 
(Pembelotan Kaun Pesantren dan Petani Jawa) by Basrowi published 
in 2004, and a few scholars wrote Islamic groups movement under the 
banner the Komando Jihad (Holy War), which is a resistance against 
the single ideology of Pancasila in the New Order Suharto era.4 The 
author described a local case in which Islamic leaders influenced the 
peasants in the 1990s in East Java to resist peacefully against green 
revolution projects. Historically, the Yogyakartans engaged in popular 
rebellion movements against the Dutch, led by Diponegoro Prince 
in the 1825-1830, and a peoples’ rebellion led by General Sudirman 

4 Holy war was common manifesto during the colonial era promoted by many Islamic 
leader so-called sufi or tarekat. For detail see Kartodirjo on Banten Rebllion 1880.
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in the revolutionary period, 1949. Since the reform era in Indonesia, 
several peoples’ resistance movements have rallied against the progress 
of modernism, including the “reformasi total” of 1998 that was 
directed against the authoritarian Suharto. People’s movements, in 
such examples, reject industrialization and planned development in the 
regions.  Lastly, there have also been cultural movements in Yogyakarta 
resisting the gubernatorial election.

The ideologies of communism and Islam were deemed as significant 
influences on the emergence of social consciousness and class struggle 
among peasant society. The rise of Islamic leaders nationwide linked up 
to both what is going on in Middle East (Arab) and European Communist 
(Azra, 1998).There is no better explanation for such social movements 
than to relate them to the ideology and culture. Sukarno realized the reality 
that Indonesia is inhabitanted by a communist-marhainism society and 
believers in Islam. That is why he tried to impose a new ideology under the 
banner “Nasakom” (Nationalist, Islamism, and Communism). This form 
of social and religious leadership is somewhat different from what Malaysia 
has. Another argument stresses the characteristics of coastal society, an 
aggressive society in Indonesia. The Banten and central Java rebellions 
against the Dutch are the best examples to support this argument. In short, 
the preconditions for collective action in agrarian societies in Indonesia 
were much better than in Malaysian society, such as charismatic-religious- 
leaders, social capital (collectivism), and natural resources (good soil, 
water, and so forth).

Secondly, the “rebellion” in Malaysia under the British colonial was 
quite minor (see the table on page 9-10). Compared to Indonesia, the 
revolutionary movement in Malaysia was almost absent in its history 
except for several instances of riots, social uprisings, and ethnic conflict. In 
other parts of Southeast Asia, like Vietnam and the Philippines, there were 
revolutionary movements, as has been argued by Ben Kerkvliet in his book 
The Huk Rebellion in Vietnam in the early twentieth century. However, 
several historical cases could be considered as rebellions, uprisings, or 
riots. The first such social unrest was the so-called “Chinese Rebellion” of 
1857 in Sarawak (Locard, 1978), and the second was the May 13 riots in 
1969 (Locard,1978), three days after the election. The May 13 riots of 1969, 
according to official reports, led to a death toll of only 196, but independent 
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reporters and other observers estimated up to ten times as many people had 
died. Three quarters of the casualties were Chinese Malaysians, and 6000 
people were left homeless after the resulting fires (Soong, 2007). Related 
to these riots, in 1964, it also happened that Singapore was in the process 
of gaining independence from Malaysia. Most scholars tend to analyze 
these cases by paying attention to the ethnic conflicts and social class 
warfare between the ‘bumiputera’ (privileged and poor) and the Chinese 
groups (wealthy minority). In addition, Malaysia had its own forms of 
resistance, what James Scott calls everyday forms of resistance. To sum up 
the Malaysian cases, they are examples of what Scott indirectly refers to as 
“hidden resistance.”

Why didn’t Malaysians rebel? Some reasons help us understand 
this. There are internal and external factor should be taken into account. 
External factors include (1) the influence of the British colonial style, 
which did not interfere in religious and indigenous people’s traditions 
(adat) such as the sultanate. This factor is not significant, because in 
India under British there were plenty of rebellions and resistances 
(Dhanagare, 1983); (2) unlike the Dutch in Indonesia, the British 
maintained the existence of sultanate in order to gain its goals; (3) 
the concept of commonwealth was quite amenable to Malaysian 
politics—focusing on the economy, people were reluctant to rebel 
and resist openly—and, as Kuntowijoyo mentions, social movements 
are considerably influenced by the availability of economic resources 
(Kuntowijoyo,1993); and (4) the British type of government was deeply 
instituted in Malaysia by mixing monarchy and the constitutional 
system as a so-called ‘federal constitutional monarchy.’  External 
factors, meanwhile, include (1) the sultanate as a traditional institution 
that was apt to unify people in order instead of making social unrest; 
(2) in Malaya proper, communalism was so weak (Rosenthal, 1965), 
as compared to Indonesia, which meant that communism in Malaysia 
was not as strong as in Indonesia; (3) Islamism among the sultanate 
and people was a strong hindrance to the outbreak of communism; 
and lastly (4) fragmentation of power holders. Political power was in 
Malay hands, but economic power in those of the Chinese and the 
British (Rosenthal). These two powers were separated, and that is why 
rebellion was too small to emerge. 
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The Intention of Rebellions and Resistances
Popular resistance does not emerge in vacuum. In general, a 

populace will fight against domination such as colonial, cultural 
hegemony, state authority, modernization, globalization, democracy, 
and so forth. Many cases have shown that people respond to the radical 
changes imposed by ‘alien’ powers. In doing so, they use ideology or 
class to regain confidence, self-esteem, collective identity, and self-
governance, though at a high cost (Crooke, 2009). We might point out 
studies such as those of Scott5and Kerkvliet, who examined everyday 
forms of resistance, which were ubiquitous. Another case in point 
pertains to the popular revolutionary Zapatista Movement in Mexico 
in 1911 and 1994. This case in Mexico is similar to that of Yogyakarta; 
local people also want freedom to use their own traditional governance 
systems at the local level, as opposed to standard elections. As for federal 
elections, the votes of people in Chiapas may have been controlled and 
influenced in favor of the ruling party for decades because of their 
isolation (Snyder and Harrington, 1998). Considering this, the present 
study will adopt a comparative approach in the broad sense of different 
cases, comparing the Malaysian and Indonesian contexts.

When we discuss motive, we should be specific about the type of 
intention. Following Fatchan and Basrowi (2004), we could categorize 
motives into two types, that is, an “in order to motive” and a “because 
motive.” Fatchan and Basrowi adopted this categorization from (Weber 
and Schultz, 1972).Weber stresses intention, while Schultz emphasizes 
reasons for people to resist, such as social, normative, and historical 
backgrounds. In short, the ‘in order to motive’ is rational and comprised 
of individual actions committed by people with pragmatic goals that are 
supported by their cultures or their backgrounds. In other words, their 
motives are to obtain something rather than protecting something. In 
contrast, the ‘because motive means that people are involved in collective 
action or resistance, caused by historical backgrounds or values (Fatchan 
and Basrowi, 2004).For instance, perhaps a superior authority undermined 
and oppressed them economically and politically. Yet, we should be 
careful when analyzing the motives of rebellion and resistance, because 

5 See Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (1990); The Art of 
Not Being Governed (2009); and Weapon of the Weak (1985); Kerkvleits’s Everyday 
Forms of Peasant Resistance in South-East Asia (1986).
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it is not easy to examine in light of the complexity of society—including 
multiculturalism, tradition, norm, Islamic majority and its values, colonial 
state influences, and so forth—which cannot be excluded. 

The table below summarizes these various types of resistance and 
the rebellion during the courses of Malaysian and Indonesian history. 
The various motives for collective action will be examined. See table 1 
(Indonesia), and followed by table 2 (Malaysia). Of course, the table 
presents only selected examples.6

Table 1.1.Motive and Intention

Rebellion “In order to motive”/
intention

“Because motive”

Peasant rebellion in 1888 
(Banten, anti-colonial 
struggle).

To gain the freedom, 
prosperity in equality as 
human beings

Colonial state was too 
powerful

Agrarian rebellion in 
Central Java

Colonial domination 
(Capitalism, labor in 
plantation)

Dipenegoro’s Rebellion 
in Yogyakarta, 1925-1930 
(Java War)

To return the sultanate’s 
dignity instead of 
cooperation with the Dutch

Islamic values were 
undermined by the 
Dutch

Confrontation in 
Sumatra’s Plantation, 
1870-1979(Stoler, 1985, 
1995)

social, economic, and 
political motives

Conflict between 
capital and labor; anti-
imperialist movements; 
responses to imperialism 
and capitalism bythe 
traditional populations

Rebellion to integration in 
West Sumatra( Kahin,1999)

To protect local 
values and culture; 
bargaining politics post-
independence Indonesia

The domination of the 
central government, 
centered in Jakarta-Java.

Communist rebellion 1926 
(Java) and 1927 (Sumatra)

Land reform; to enlarge 
members

Anti-colonial 
domination; capitalism

Postindependence 
rebellions (PRRI, 
Permesta, DI TII-Regional 
rebellion).

Political bargaining 
among the local leaders 
and nationalists; 
nationalist-Islamist clash

The domination of the 
central government.

Pemberontakan G30S PKI 
(Communist Rebellion in 
the revolution era)

To gain central power; 
internalize the communist 
ideology; agrarian reform

The bourgeois’s 
domination in the political 
realm; class struggle  

Free Aceh Movement 
(GAM) 1976-20056

Seeking independence 
for the Aceh regions; 
economic preference

The domination of the 
central government

6 GAM or Free Aceh Movement costing over 15,000 lives.
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Resistance “In order to motive”/
intention

“Because motive”

Pembelotan Kaum 
Pesantren dan Petani 
di Jawa. (The resistance 
of Islamic leaders and 
peasants against the 
government)

To protect the 
environment,  local 
knowledge

The domination of the 
central government in 
agricultural policy; ‘green 
revolution’

The resistance against the 
institutional change in 
Yogyakarta, 2010-

To protect the local value 
and identity as sultanate 
provinces

The different values 
of democracy; the 
centralized authority in 
the regionalist sense

The Samin Movement 
(the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries) (Benda and 
Castle, 1969)

(a) Manifestation of 
indigenous socialism; 
(b) patriotic resistance to 
colonialism; (c) peasant 
virtues

To survive from the 
oppressors due to the 
bitterness of colonialism

Riots “In order to motive”/
intention

“Because motive”

“Reformasi Total” 1998.
(revolution, regime 
change)

To change the regime; 
economy and politics 
interest among elite 
by using mass unrest. 
Agendas: transparency, 
anti-corruption, more 
freedom of press, regime 
changes; democratization.

The centralized power in 
one hand (authoritarian); 
militarism; corruption; 
public distrust; economy 
crisis.

Anti-China Riot 1965, 
71,72,75(Mackie, 1976)

Religious reason; to 
banish the communism 
influence

Political tension, ideology 
issue

Anti-China Riot 1997-8 Pragmatic reason in order 
to get property; misdirect 
the military to use a power 

Regime change, economy 
crisis; uncertainty politics

Ethnic riots/communal 
conflict post Reform 
(Ambon, Malacca, North 
Sulawesi, Kalimantan)

Economic prosperity; 
political transition

Religious, ethnic 
sentiment/“primordialism” 
and political reason.

Table 1.2.Motive and Intention in Malaysia

Types of riots/rebellion/
Resistance

“In order to motive”/
intention “Because motive”

The Chinese Rebellion in 
Serawak, 1857

Political and economic 
motives.

The personal conflict 
between local elite such 
as James Brooke, Chinese, 
and Rajah of Serawak.
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Types of riots/rebellion/
Resistance

“In order to motive”/
intention “Because motive”

Matt Saleh Rebellion Resistance to social and 
economic change 

Tobacco industry built by 
the foreign company

May 13 Riots, 1969 Economic and political 
motives related to 
affirmative action policies

Ethnic conflict; ‘class 
struggle’; social 
sentiments

Resistance to the 
Zakat (Islamic Tithe). 
(Scott,1987)

To continue their life from 
difficult situation

The sultanate’s king is 
too wealthy, whereas the 
peasants are very poor; 
anti-capitalism

Social and political uprisings (rebellion, resistance, and riots) can be 
motivated by various factors. In Indonesian history, we must recognize 
at least five types of social disturbance. First is anti-colonial rebellion, 
which occurred during a period that is well-understood as a struggle for 
survival under the Dutch rule, followed by the nationalist movement to 
gain the independence state of Indonesia. Every single instance of social 
and political turbulence has had its own consequences, both negative 
(crisis and social disorder) and positive (freedom, equality, democracy), 
a topic we will return to later.

According to Kartodirjo, anti-colonial struggles were ongoing 
among peasant societies across the archipelago. However, the 
significance of the role of peasants or common people in this period 
is debatable. Some scholars stress the role of leadership or alternatively 
the middle class (merchant, Islamic-intellectual leader, etc). Second 
is the role of class struggle, in the Marxist view. Shortly after gaining 
independence, many Indonesian elites divided society into three large 
groups, namely, the nationalists (multi-ethnic and various religions), 
Islamic religious groups, and communists. The communist group 
mobilized people to redistribute the holdings of land owners and to shift 
the state ideology by using the communist manifesto. This movement 
failed in 1965 in bloody tragedies which killed millions of people.7 
Third is the anti-status-quo movement, which happened at the end of 
the twentieth century during the 1998 “revolution”. Fourth are the riots 
and ethnic-based wars that had occurred, during the colonial rule and 
7 See Ben Anderson, Exit Suharto: Obituary for a Mediocre Tyrant, New Left Review 50, 

March-April, 2008, and John Roosa, Pretext for Mass Murder: The September 30th 
Movement and Suharto’s Coup d’Etat in Indonesia, University of Wisconsin Press.
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are continuing to today. Last is the resistance to change. In the modern 
phase of state development, the middle class considerably determined 
the revolution.When the inequality, misery, and repression inherent in 
the development process happen simultaneously, it provokes a middle 
class to react to the state, even by confrontation (Anderson, 1978). 
Thiswas exactly how the 1998 reform movement in Indonesia began.

In summary, the data discussed above show that, at least in 
Indonesia, to date there have been 9 large-scalev rebellions, and more 
than 8 riots nationwide, since the Dutch arrived, as well as several 
incidents of non-violent resistance. Meanwhile, Malaysia only has one 
rebellion across the country, and a series of soft resistances that are 
difficult to be measured. The role of communism and Islamism cannot 
be estimated here, as they succeeded in linking up many groups with 
different backgrounds in order to fight against foreign domination. A 
report mentions:

“…of the 900 communist leaders exiled as a result of the 1926 
rebellion, 25 percent were government employees, 20 percent were 
workers of Western company, 40 percent were merchants and 
members of the indigenous middle class, while only 15 percent 
were peasants. Of the leaders, only 6 percent were nobility, 6 
percent had made a Hajj to Mecca, and 70 percent were educated 
people (Schrieke, 1929).

If we compare this to other Southeast Asia countries, Malaysia is 
the case that shows the smallest degree of collective action. The reason 
behind that small degree of collective action is still being examined. 
Possible factors might include the different characteristics of Dutch 
and British rule, the relatively weak penetration of communism in the 
Malay Peninsula as compared to in Indonesia in which communism 
and religion-Islam could work hand in hand in facing the colonizer. 
Educated and illiterate people worked together under the backdrop 
of anti-colonial war or holy war. This phenomena did not emerge in 
Malay, even though the society was divided into three ethnic groups: 
Indian, Chinese, and Malay. Chinese were identified with communism 
and Malay with Islam, and thus they were in tension with one another. 
An anti-China movement dominated political issues rather than an 
anti-British movement. 
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Based on the data provided, the different characteristics of rebellion 
and its intensity between Malaysia and Indonesia can therefore be seen as 
quite obvious and, even though the basic social and cultural characteristics 
of these two areas are almost the same to one another, the density of ethnic 
groups such as Malay and Chinese, or “pribumi” and “bumiputera,”8were 
about the same. It means that there was a majority and minority within the 
society, but this dichotomy does not always mean that the majority is always 
in a superior position. It depends heavily on the political and economic 
situation, which is determined by political will of the elites. Rebellion 
might come from both sides, or either from a minority or a majority, but 
the rebellion might also come up from the subordinate groups against the 
superior one.  

The Outcomes of Social Uprisings for Democracy
There is no simple correspondence between rebellion and 

democracy, but it can be traced by looking at the historical background 
and how people joined and participated in political movements. 
Rebellion or riots can, but are not always, followed by massive social 
and political change under the banner of revolution. One may argue 
that revolution and rebellion are not meant to support democracy, but 
that they do nonetheless in some cases. As has been discussed above, 
people have different motivations to join or not to join in protest 
movements. Many approaches have been proposed for this problem, 
such as those of game theory which asks who gets what and how, or 
those concerning the logic of collective action as discussed by Olson, 
whereby people reluctantly join social movements because they have 
counted social incentive and rational behavior. Thus, the more people 
participate, the fewer benefits they can obtain (Olson,1965).

Actually, democracy in Indonesia and Malaysia is quite 
similar, as these two nations have the same basic social structure, 
agricultural society, though many factors contributed to different 
results concerning the adoption of Western democratic values. This 
is unsurprising; even the democratic values of Great Britain and 
America are somewhat different, because the British (and Malaysia) 

8 Pribumi often used in Indonesia to refers the native people and bumiputera means 
native people in Malay.
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are “parliamentary democracies” while America (and Indonesia) are 
“presidential democracies.” According to a report by Freedom House, 
Indonesia is considered as a Free State, but Malaysia is still categorized 
as only Partly Free (http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.
cfm?page=363&year=2010&country=7841). In addition, based on the 
Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2010 Democracy Index, Indonesia places 
in 61 ranks and Malaysia in 71 of 167 countries.Such indicators measure 
political rights, civil rights, freedom of expression, and freedom of 
media, but they have nothing to do with historical continuity, state 
formation, persistence of anti-colonial movements, or colonial legacies 
as components of the indicator. 

The present study focuses on the impacts and outcomes of popular 
rebellion both in Indonesia and Malaysia, regardless of whether the 
context is the rural countryside or urban areas. Connecting rebellion 
to prospects for democracy is somewhat difficult, but we can trace 
it to other scholar’s work, such as Barringtone Moore in his book, 
Social Origin of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the 
Making of Modern World. He discusses about the preconditions for 
democracy, including the existence of a bourgeoisie class. His main 
focus is on economic classes and their interaction, both with each 
other and with the state. Briefly, his general conclusion is that there 
are three routes to modernization. One is the road followed by Britain, 
the United States and France, achieving capitalism and democracy 
after a bloody, bourgeois revolution.  The second  road,  travelled by  
Germany  and  Japan,  leads  to  capitalism  without revolution, by way 
of an authoritarian regime that promotes the interests of landlords and 
industrialists. The culmination of this road is fascism. The third road,  
followed  by  Russia  and  China,  begins with  a  peasant  revolution  that 
destroys  the  landlords,  and then  leads  to  a  communist  dictatorship,  
which produces an industrialized but non-democratic society (Femia, 
1972).

In the same vein, Kartodirdjo is quite optimistic concerning the role 
of common peasants in shaping institutional political change, particularly 
in the independence process (Kartodirjo, 1972; Anderson and Siegel). He 
criticizes why most of political scientists had only focused on to the macro 
level of politics, such as constitutional reform, government institutions, 
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organizational conflict, and policy-making at the national level. To some 
degree these are what Ben Kerkvliet calls “conventional politics” instead 
of micro-level politics. Relating to the prerequisites for democratic 
government, some, like S. M. Lipset, Almond, and Verba, would strongly 
emphasize the cultural values embedded in a certain society (Lipset, 
1981). They believe that the emergence of democracy will be influenced 
by collective behavior to support the institutional changes. Other scholars 
stress economic development,as implemented in Singapore and Malaysia. 
Similar to Kishore Mahbubani’s statements regarding Asian values,9 I 
also strongly believe that the clash of democratic values between Eastern 
society and Western ideology can be a major source of conflict. As a result, 
if Western forces are to install such ideologies in non-Western cultures, it 
can easily lead to a tremendous disaster. The next question, then, is whether 
Malaysians and Indonesians value ‘Western democracy’ differently? The 
answer to this question will help to show why Indonesian has developed a 
Western democracy much better than Malaysia has.

Malaysia
Talking about the colonial legacy in Malay, of course we could not 

underestimate the influence of the British, who were the main actor 
in shaping and reshaping the politics even in modern Malaysia. The 
Sultan and the British had their own interests and, based on that, they 
worked together. The British had plenty of economic resources, while 
the sultanate could maintain its traditional authority. Communism was 
hindered from gaining power, as communist movements always faced 
very violent reactions from both the British and the Sultanate. We can 
see this from the communist rebellion in 1857 in Serawak. One may 
argue that this rebellion should be categorized as merely an ethnic war. 
Another ‘small’ rebellion was the so-called Mat Saleh rebellion, but 
unfortunately there is no adequate data to examine this rebellion. Even 
Islamic groups and youth organizations in Malaysia were less radical 
than in Indonesia (Adam, 2004). The problems they faced focused 
too heavily on issues of ethnicity and indigenous privilege. It can be 
9 Asian value is generaly believed that in the Asia society accept a single rule party; 

a social harmony; communalism; loyalty and respect towards forms of authority; 
collectivism; and accept easily the authoritarian government such as Mahathir 
Mohammad (Malaysia), Suharto (Indonesia), and Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore). See 
also, Kishore Mahbubani, (1997), Can Asian Think.
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understood that, according to some scholars, Malay people are well 
known as a culture with high loyalty to a figure of authority (King) 
as a traditional character since long before the British Empire came to 
the peninsula (Adam,2004). KMM (Kesatuan Melayu Muda), some say, 
was a radical movement against the British, while many other people 
say the opposite.

The immediate effect of the May riots in Malaysia included, first, 
the expulsion of Malay nationalist Mahathir Mohamad from the UMNO 
(United Malay National Organization10which propelled him to write his 
seminal work  The Malay Dilemma, in which he posited a solution to 
Malaysia’s racial tensions based on aiding the Malays economically through 
an affirmative action program. Second, Tunku Abdul Rahman resigned 
as Prime Minister in the ensuing UMNO power struggle, and the new 
‘Malay-ultra’ faction that dominated the government swiftly moved 
to placate Malays with the  Malaysian New Economic Policy  (NEP), 
enshrining  affirmative action  policies for the bumiputera.11 Many of 
Malaysia’s draconian press laws, originally targeting racial incitement, also 
date from this period. Third, the Constitution (Amendment) Act 1971 
named Articles 152, 153, and 181, and also Part III of the Constitution as 
specially protected, permitting Parliament to pass legislation that would 
limit dissent with regard to these provisions pertaining to the social contract 
(The social contract is essentially a quid pro quo agreement between the 
Malay and non-Malay citizens of Malaysia, whereby in return for granting 
the non-Malays citizenship at independence, symbols of Malay authority 
such as the Malay monarchy became national symbols, and the Malays were 
granted special economic privileges). With this new power, Parliament then 
amended the Sedition Act accordingly. The new restrictions also applied 
to the Members of Parliament, overruling Parliamentary Immunity; at 
the same time, Article 159, which governs Constitutional amendments, 
was amended to entrench the”sensitive” Constitutional provisions.  Thus, 
in addition to the consent of Parliament, any changes to the “sensitive” 
portions of the Constitution would now have to pass the Conference of 

10 UMNO is  Malaysia’s largest  political party; a founding member of the  National 
Front  coalition, which has played a dominant role in Malaysian politics 
since independence. The UMNO emphasizes protecting Malay culture and Islamic 
values and supporting pro-business policies.

11 Malays and other indigenous Malaysians
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Rulers, a body comprising the monarchs of the Malay states. At the same 
time, the Internal Security Act, which permits detention without trial, was 
also amended to stress “inter-communal harmony.”

The effectiveness of everyday forms of resistance as examined by James 
Scoot for Malaysia and compliance without resistance by Ben Kerkvliet 
concerning Vietnam are really insightful. Clearly, even everyday politics 
without resistance movements, as Kerkvliet states, have been very effective in 
influencing public policy making relating to collective farming in Vietnam, 
where the national government shifted its policy from collective farming 
to family-based farming (Kerkvliet, 2005). Scott strongly argues the role of 
everyday forms of resistance cannot be underestimated in Malaysia. The 
difficulty is how to measure private resistance during the British colonial in 
Malaysia. Scott did not talk too much about the effectiveness and outcome 
of hidden resistance in peasant society in Malaysia. He heavily emphasizes 
the discourse of power relations, domination and hegemony. According 
to Scott, people are not silent under domination and hegemony but rather 
they perpetually rebel indirectly by using language and ways of behavior 
and thought.

Political development and economic progress are separated from 
one another in the contexts of Indonesia and Malaysia. In Malaysia, 
the British policies were structured in order to avoid war by imposing 
the government white paper of January 1946, preparing for the 
constitution. Moreover, many polices are approved by the sultan for the 
same reason, as war or ‘revolution’ had very high costs both politically 
and socially (Kennedy, 1962). Historically, the British administration 
began in 1874 in Malaysia,12and it generally advocated only economy 
policies. The British intervention in Malaysia, however, had influenced 
major political changes within the country as early as 1870, as many 
favorable conditions led to the British intervention such as  radical 
changes in trade patterns, increases in commercial interest in the 
Malayan Paninsula, the disintegration of local Malay authority, and 
the need for British settlement to build security and trade. (Cowan, 
1961) Meanwhile, the Dutch colonial period in Malaysia (1602-1825) 
(Dennis De, 1941) did not play a significant role in forming Malaysia’s 
economic policies.
12 
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The May 13 uprising in Malaysia forced the Prime Minister,Tunku 
Abdul Rahman, to step down, allowing for the emergence of a 
democratic government. In contrast, after Tun Abdul Rozak, the 
authoritarian regime under the power of Mahathir Muhammad and 
his supported and sympathizers ignored Western’s democratic values. 
What Mahathir did was to build the economy superiority over the 
other neighboring countries. Even though he only created the “ersatz 
capitalism (Yoshihara, 1988) in Malaysia, many people believe that he 
succeeded in developing Malaysia’s economy through the New Economy 
Policy (NEP). In 1972, the discourse of democratization in Malaysia 
had been started by reformist to forces a local authority/council 
election. They argued that it will avoid the violence and public unrest in 
the near future. People did not express their discontent and grievances 
but the government should know that. The federal government worries 
too much when facing the opposition alliance to take over the power 
(Siang, Lim Kit, 1978).

In response to the May 13 riots, the government imposed 
Rukunegara (1971), namely, the principles of Belief in God, Loyalty 
to King and country, Upholding the constitution, rule of law, Good 
behavior and Morality (Means, 1991). This states clearly that loyalty 
to the King is a part of constitution, and thus we can contend that the 
constitution itself is not really a democratic institution; at most, it is partly 
democratic. Thus, the riots only advocated democratic mechanisms for 
limited groups. In short, the constitution does not allow for a transition 
from an undemocratic regime to a full democracy; it only transforms 
traditional authoritarianism to semi-authoritarianism, or from 
monarchy to constitutional monarchy as in Britain. Unsurprisingly, 
Malaysia has therefore been categorized as only a partly free and semi-
democratic state.

Indonesia
Indonesia under Dutch rule had a higher degree of anti-colonial 

tension as it adopted modern organization and encountered various 
forms of propaganda, both by Islamic groups and communist syndicate. 
Finding a common enemy, these unified agrarian communities to 
join in protest and rebellion, stemming from the strongly exploitative 
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practices of the Dutch, which were significantly different from those 
of the British in Malay, where traditional authority was used to 
maintain the colonial regime. This explanation can be traced from the 
historical background of rebellion, revolution, and riots in Indonesia 
during the colonial period and following independence. According 
to Kuntowijoyo, there are three points necessary to understand why 
Indonesia experienced such a high degree of rebellion and resistance 
(Kuntowijoyo, 2002). The first approach is Marxist, which emphasizes 
social radicalization in agrarian society, caused by the class gap between 
haves and have-nots. The second approach stresses so-called cultural 
tension between the Islam-santri and Islam-abangan, and one may 
argue that Paderi war and Communist rebellion in Java 1926 are results 
of such dynamics. Lastly, Indonesia can be understood as a complex 
problem involving both social and cultural tensions, which led to a 
tremendous anti-colonial rebellion, followed by a horizontal conflict 
across society after independence.

In contrast to Malaysia, in Indonesia, since the Sukarno era 
Indonesian elites have paid closer attention to political development, 
whether as a constitutional democracy or a widely recognized form 
of liberal democracy or what Liddlecalls a ‘secular democracy.’ 
Meanwhile, during the Suharto regime the central government shifted 
the characteristics of the state from ideology to subjectively and 
rationally planned development. After the collapse of Suharto’s regime, 
following attacks on student movements, the elites had returned with 
different actors, but with essentially the same ideas to democratize the 
state’s post-authoritarian regime by imposing a law on autonomy (UU 
no.25, 1999, and UU no.22, 1999). According to Kimura, Hadizand 
Savirani (Kimura, 2006), this period saw the liberalization of politics 
in Indonesia, during what many political scientists have called “the big 
bang of decentralization (Bubandt, 2006) in response to the centralized 
government during the New Order Suharto era. Furthermore, such 
decentralization has been followed by direct and free competition in 
general elections since 2004, and in 2009 Indonesia became the largest 
democratic country in Southeast Asia.

Indonesia was, apparently, a “failed” state when reformation took 
place in 1998, following Indonesia’s monetary crisis, which led to social 
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and political unrest (Klinken, 2007). When crisis happens, as in wartime, 
people do not obey the law, and they reject government institutions 
directly or indirectly.13 As a result, conflicts were a daily occurrence at 
that time. Thus, the nation-state “failed” in so much as it was consumed 
by internal violence and ceased delivering positive political value to its 
inhabitants. Governments lose credibility if a particular nation-state 
itself becomes questionable and illegitimate in the hearts and minds of 
its citizens (Rotberg, 2004). To date, religious and ethnic conflicts have 
continued, while the number of citizens in poverty has increased to 39 
million (Indonesia National Statistic Bureau, 2010). It seems that the 
crisis, then, is still going on. In this case, the government had failed to 
feed its citizens. In other words, the national government had lost its 
food sovereignty. Nevertheless, if electoral democracy indicators are to 
be used in assessing the failure or success of the state, on the one hand, 
Indonesia should be classified as a success, because it conducted general 
elections peacefully from 1999 to 2009. On the other hand, although 
Freedom House in 2010 reported progress in law enforcement in 
Indonesia, it should also be noted that press freedom is still hampered 
by violence, either physical or non-physical, and the rule of law is still 
enforced in a discriminatory fashion.

National security essentially means the state of the health of the 
nation, within which citizens enjoy life, liberty, protection of property 
and participation in the productive life of society. Political stability, 
economic well-being and equitable distribution of resources are 
essential preconditions. If any society has a high incidence of death, 
violence, crime, murder, or kidnapping, whatever the causes, the 
citizens living there cannot feel safe. Indonesia itself has tried to create 
national security in dealing with political conflicts across the national 
and local levels, as well as social conflicts. In so doing, Indonesia 
13 From 1997 to 2010, ‘wars’ between ethnic and religious groups occurred as many as a 

dozen times, with casualties of more than 10,000 people (Klinken, 2007:4-5). This can 
be roughly broken down as including (among others) the conflicts in East Timor, Aceh, 
as well as the conflict between Islam vs. Christianity, etc. Those conflicts have caused 
thousands people to suffer. From 2008 to 2010, more than 400 cases of religion violence 
occurred (Tempo, 2009), and hundreds of people died because of both ethnic and 
religious conflict in Indonesia. Gerry Van Klinken (2007) wrote that the main causes of 
conflict are the distribution of income, political gaps between central and local entities, 
and economic inequality. When the state was weakened by certain interest groups it was 
as Barbara Harris-White has pointed out trapped in a ‘black economy.’ 
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followed the system of decentralization called ‘Otonomi Daerah.’ 
According to the Law No. 22/1999 and the Law No. 25/ 1999, each 
region has its own autonomy to manage natural resources and tackle 
its own problems. Clearly, under this system, Indonesia is trying to 
democratize its government by local and civil engagement as much as 
possible. International funding has come to Indonesia to help make 
democracy work by implementing concepts like clean governance 
projects. Meanwhile, Nordholt (2003) has argued that “a shift from 
a centralized to a decentralized government is not synonymously 
implying a shift from authoritarian to a democratic rule.” Therefore, 
the state and society should work together to address this issue in order 
to avoid the return of old powerful elites who could bring dictatorship 
back in the new “democratic society.”

Obviously, the nature of rebellion created the class and associational 
consciousness in which the civil society organization arose dramatically 
since the colonial era. As Klinken and Barker noted, “civil society was 
supposed to be an essential element in democracy (Klinken and Barker, 
2009). Clearly, the agenda for democracy that lay behind such rebellion 
and resistance as existed in Indonesian history allowed for the emergence 
of main values for democracy, including liberty/freedom, modern 
voluntary organization, transparency and so forth, and eventually it 
has also promoted regime change. In this case, functionalists would say 
that civil war created peace, while in the European context civil war 
created civil society organizations, and even formed new and modern 
states. Plenty of countries were built by civil war and revolution during 
the course of history in Western countries, Africa, America, and Asia. 
As Shiraishi notes, under the Dutch, pribumi14 were introduced to 
various modern organizations, ideology, which contributed to rallies, 
demonstration and political parties. Such events were unheard of 
before the colonial regime. It was in the course of the pergerakan15 that 
all of these words, which signified new form of politics, become rooted 
in Malaysia and Indonesia. By the next generation it is then considered 
as the capital of democracy (Shiraishi, 1990).

14 Native people.
15 Pergerakan means social movement e.g. Budi Oetomo, Sarikat Islam, Sarikat Dagang 

Islam, Indische Party, BTI and so forth.
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To sum up, the effects of both revolution and resistance can be 
easily measured by the structural change, policy formation during the 
collective action, and everyday politics as acted out by the populace. 
For, instance during the period of rebellion, across Indonesia new terms 
were established for nationalism movements, agrarian-communist 
movements, and religious movements, and each of these formed 
the roots of national consciousness in the struggle for freedom and 
independence. Clearly, in Indonesia, its people gained a Free State by 
bloody struggle that lasted for centuries. Within a brief period of time, 
the revolution that followed independence supported regime change 
into a more democratic government, despite Liddle’s criticism that 
Indonesia’s democracy is not well-consolidated (Reynolds, 2002). In the 
Old Order, constitutional democracy and the multiparty system were 
imposed across the country, which led to “guided democracy.” Shortly 
after, these were followed by mass protests, and communist rebellions in 
some areas led Sukarno to be toppled softly by Suharto, who practiced 
a new authoritarian state. As can be seen after the reforms in 1998, 
with riots and social unrest as the consequences of regime collapse, 
including regional confrontations such as in East Timor, Papua 
and the Free Aceh Movement, which together created new political 
institutions, namely, decentralization and multiparty systems that were 
implemented peacefully. All of this has caused Indonesia to become the 
biggest democratic state in Southeast Asia. However, in Malaysia, the 
structural changes in political structure were relatively minor, even after 
the May 13 riots, as although there was regime change, in fact the state 
and the economic and political elites stayed in tact as democratization 
was undermined by economic development programs like the so-called 
NEP under the banner of NICs.

CONCLUSION
Although not many political scientists have considered the role of 

common people in political development in Indonesia or Southeast Asia, I 
strongly believe that ordinary people’s rebellions, regardless of their motives, 
can contribute to the value of democracy directly and or indirectly. This is 
simply because the forms of rebellion and resistance call for more freedom 
and equality, which are the central and most substantial of democratic 
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notions in the modern sense. Provocatively, the more intensive rebellion 
and resistance within state-society relation or society vs. the authoritative 
agency, the more democratic society will be. The big bang of democratization 
in Indonesia was caused by (1) progressive Muslim communities; (2) the 
penetration of democratic values from Western ideologies; and (3) the style 
of the Dutch colonial rule. Meanwhile, in Malaysia, feudalism and British 
influence together hampered democratization according to a Western 
model, as it only implemented economic policies instead of political 
developments. It is clearly understood, then, why people were reluctant to 
resist or rebel openly in Malaysia.

A massive revolution like what happened in France, England, and 
America, as well as in Indonesia, can grow from small roots and lead to 
open rebellion. Similarly, what is going on in the Middle East today is a 
perfect example of how revolutions spread. Rebellion itself can be followed 
by more revolution, once the social prerequisites are completed, as is the 
case when there are significant changes in social or political structures. 
In the case of Indonesia, waves of rebellion eventually resulted in 
radical revolution, leading to a transfer of power from the Dutch to the 
Indonesian. Civil society was considered strong under colonialism and 
after independence,as communism and Islam contributed to the creation 
of modern and progressive voluntary organizations. The role of leadership 
during the colonial and revolution eras was supposed to be taken into 
account. As can be seen, democratization considerably developed since 
post-independence. Indonesia once faced regional rebellion, as it has tried 
to impose decentralization and create special laws, particularly in Aceh, 
Papua, and East Timor.16 It is not the case that Indonesia blossomed into 
a full democracy via a so-called big bang of democracy. Only after a long 
period of revolution did Indonesia pass into this phase, as it experienced 
the second and third wave of democratization, and the shift in 1998 could 
even be considered as a“fourth wave” of democratization in Indonesia.

Meanwhile, in Malaysia, there was no rebellion to gain independence. 
Just after the communist rebellion and the May 13 riots, the central 
government continued to maintain traditional authority under the sultan 
16 Law No. 44/1999 Concerning Privileges of the Special Province of Aceh, Law No. 

21/2001 on Special Autonomy for Papua Province (special members of parliament), 
and Law No. 29/2007 on the Capital Region of Jakarta as the Capital of the Republic 
of Indonesia. East Timor got its free since 1999.
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(elective monarchy) according to “Rukunegara” and a discriminative 
policy based on ethnicity was even insitutionalized.Conflict among ethnic 
groups still remains as a threat to society at this time. Based on several 
reports, Malaysia has so far remained partly free as a quasi-democratic 
state. In the case of Malaysia, the emergence of a middle class and 
economic development has had little to do with democratization. Instead 
there has been what Yoshihara Kunio calls “ersatz capitalism,” in which 
the bourgeoisie does not really want to implement democracy, and society 
lacks any real rebellion or revolution (only ethnic conflicts). As a result, 
the emergence of civil society as a mechanism of checks and balances 
between society and state never materialized. This yields the conclusion 
that Malaysia’s democracy has not yet been fully implemented.

Concerning the limits of this study, I realized that the above 
explanations are not really adequate to theorize or generalize this 
finding to other nations. This article nonetheless invites further 
intellectual discussion due to the necessity of study in the field of 
popular resistance in Southeast Asia. The uniqueness of each society is 
one of the problems for generalization in this study. Although we might 
agree upon some similarities in the nature of rebellion, such as motives 
for class struggle, domination, the role of colonial legacy, and religious 
movements, to some degree, they are also significantly different. What 
is needed most, to continue this line of inquiry, is to establish specific 
patternsfor analysis for each type of popular resistance. 
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