
  
 
 
 

 

  
 

Asian Series 
Vol. 22 - 2015 

deutschesasienforschungszentrum.com dafz.org 

 

THE CLOAK OF DEMOCRACY  
IN INDONESIA AND BOLIVIA:  

THE PITFALLS OF FOREIGN DEVELOPMENT MODELS 

http://deutschesasienforschungszentrum.com/
http://dafz.org/


  
  
 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

Asian Series 
Vol. 22 - 2015 

Commentaries are intended to provide timely and, where appropriate, policy relevant background and analysis of contemporary developments. The views of the authors 
are their own and do not represent the official position the DAFZ. Commentaries may be reproduced electronically or in print with prior permission from the DAFZ. 
Recognition must be given to the author or authors and the DAFZ. Please email to the editor at: editor@dafz.org 

 
THE CLOAK OF DEMOCRACY IN INDONESIA AND BOLIVIA:  

THE PITFALLS OF FOREIGN DEVELOPMENT MODELS 
 
 
The idea and practice of democracy have long and complicated histories. There are large and 
diverse bodies of literature on each aspect of the term. At no time in history has the subject 
received more attention than it has lately nor has it been more misappropriated and misapplied 
than in the present. This commentary will explore some of the current definitions and 
applications of the concept in Indonesia and Bolivia. In particular, it will be shown why the 
concept of democracy has indeed become “muddled”1 in these two countries. Furthermore, 
we will attempt to show that this muddling of the concept is purposeful, i.e., it is employed to 
provide a umbrella of democratic legitimacy for political actors, organizations, and movements 
that have no intention of operating democratically, either at present or in the future. 
 
What has come to be understood as “modern” or “liberal” democracy, as opposed to “classical” 
or “direct” democracy, is typified by the concept of representation. Evolving in the 18th century, 
representational democracy became, by the end of World War II, the sine qua non of what 
was considered to be modern governance. With the advent of post-war independence 
movements and the beginning of the Cold War, the “Specter of Communism” began to haunt 
not just Europe and other Western capitalist nations, but to influence the course of political 
evolution in Latin America and Southeast Asia, as well as in other parts of the world.  
 
Since that time, the concept and practice of “representation” itself has come to be questioned, 
signifying a disjunction among various polities in their understanding of democracy. 
Representation, in fact, has evolved from a quantitative requirement to a qualitative norm, i.e. 
from a procedural requirement to a moral verdict. Questions abound concerning not just “who” 
are being represented, but nowadays by just how “representative” candidates, political parties, 
and institutions really are or should be. In the developing world a disconcerting concatenation 
of political ideologies is emerging that has extended anti-colonial efforts to include anti-
globalization in their respective programs.  
 
In particular, environmentalism has become the nexus joining disparate groups, ranging from 
indigenous and landless movements, to nongovernmental and intergovernmental 
organizations. A pre-election promise made to a non-governmental organization by the current 
president of Indonesia, Joko Widodo, carries all the hallmarks of political good will poorly 
executed in an effort to fundamentally force-change the social fabric to the breaking point.  
These are forces the political novice will unlikely understand and even for seasoned political 
leadership are hard to tame. History has shown that populist concessions will undermine 
credibility if public expectations are not met (and seldom can be), thereby increasing social 
tension.  
 
Early signs of social dissatisfaction are reactions manifested by media or public resentment 
referring to the administration as an “idiocy”2 and “sewn political uncertainty.”3  Under the 
umbrella of environmentalist and “sustainable development” movements, new forms of 
democratic authoritarianism are flourishing. Named by an increasing number of academic 

                                                      
1 The Oxford Dictionary defines the verb, “to muddle,” as [with object] 1) Bring into a disordered or confusing 
state. http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us.  My colleague, Andreas Wimmer, used this term in a recent inter-
agency discussion the many misunderstandings and misuses of the concept of democracy. 
2 http://thejakartaglobe.beritasatu.com/opinion/editorial-joko-administration-worst-enemy/; 19 January 2015 
3 http://thejakartaglobe.beritasatu.com/opinion/editorial-democracy-like-jokowi-needs-work/; 21 January 
2015 
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sources as Eco-Imperialism,4 Dark Nonprofits, Rogue NGOs, and NPOs5 (Eng, 2014) the 
concepts of helping, protecting or doing good are eroded as part of a wider and more complex 
attempt to resurrect Neo-Imperialism under misnomers such as development aid or resource 
protection.  
 
It is the oxymoronic nature of “democratic authoritarianism” that is, and has been since its 
inception in pre-World War II Europe, that is of particular concern here. What began as a 
muddling of some sort of peoples’ democracy with authoritarianism, only to emerge as a 
pathological form of populism—namely, fascism, socialism, communism, etc.—has 
reemerged under the guise of “new” ways of living that are allegedly more democratic, 
authentic, culturally grounded, and environmentally-friendly. As Schmitter and Karl state, 

 
But for better or worse, we are "stuck" with democracy as the catchword of 
contemporary political discourse.  It is the word that resonates in people's minds and 
springs from their lips as they struggle for freedom and a better way of life; it is the 
word whose meaning we must discern if it is to be of any use in guiding political 
analysis and practice.6 

 
The concepts of freedom and better “better way of life,” like the concept of democracy, are 
understood and practiced differently under various conditions. In the social milieu of 
developing societies, these concepts are especially moving—and they sometimes move 
political actors in dangerous directions. 
 
 
INDONESIA 
 
The history of democracy in Southeast Asia since the colonial era has been turbulent. After 
early experiments with Western-style liberal democracy, the region turned back to traditional, 
elite-dominated authoritarian systems.7 According to Acharya, “The 1950s marked the 
beginning of the end of Southeast Asian nationalist elite’s flirtation with democratic systems 
modelled after their former colonial masters.”8 Soon thereafter new concepts of democracy 
began emerging; there was President Sukarno’s concept of a “guided democracy” in 
Indonesia and Ferdinand Marcos’ idea of “constitutional authoritarianism” in the Philippines. 
Throughout the region generally, ethnic and communal discord contributed to the rejection of 
democracy.  
 
This retrospective appeal to indigenous custom laid the foundation for a return to a more 
authentic, however a pre-modern, conception of politics. The rejection of post-colonial liberal 
democratic practices has had major repercussions throughout the region: 

 

                                                      
4Soomin, Lim and Steven Shirley, Eco-Imperialism: The Global North’s Weapon of Mass Intervention, Journal of 
Alternative Perspectives in the Social Sciences, 2009, Vol. 1, No 3, 846-860; 
http://www.japss.org/upload/17._LimandShirleyarticle.pdf. Downloaded 4 January 2014 
5 Sharon Eng; Rogue NGOs and NPOs: Content, Context, Consequences; University of Canberra, 10 November, 
2014; http://www.communityresearch.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/formidable/Rogue-Nonprofits-ANZTSR-
Nov-10-2014.pdf. Downloaded 12 December 2014 
6 Schmitter, Philippe C. and Terry L. Karl, What Democracy Is … And is Not, Project Muse, pp. 103-109, 1991. 
https://muse.jhu.edu/. Downloaded 4 June 2014. 
7 Acharya, Amitav, Democratization and the Prospects for Participatory Regionalism in Southeast Asia, Third 
World Quarterly, 2003, pp. 375-390 http://www.amitavacharya.com/sites/default/files/ 
Democratization%20and%20Participatory%20Regionalism-%20Third%20World%20Quarterly.pdf. Downloaded 
18 June 2014. 
8 Ibid, p. 378. 
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A return to more ‘indigenous’ conceptions of authority had implications not only for the 
domestic politics of the states concerned, which assumed an increasingly patrimonial 
character, it also shaped the conduct of foreign policy and regional co-operation, where 
it led to the emergence of the ‘ASEAN way’. ASEAN was established in 1967 with the 
initial membership of Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia and Singapore, 
countries, which had, to varying degrees, experienced a retreat from liberal 
democracy. While the outward objective of ASEAN was to promote socioeconomic 
development of its members, its core basis was the members’ common concern with 
regime survival in the face of domestic and external threats, especially communist 
subversion.9  

 
ASEAN (The Association of Southeast Asian Nations) rejected the multinational and greatly 
institutionalized European Community model in favor of, “The ‘ASEAN way’ was defined in 
terms of informality, consultations and consensus, organizational minimalism and flexibility.”10 
Relying on consultation and consensus to insure democratic decision making, in fact, only led 
to an authoritarian and personalist group of elites who managed the association without any 
input from their respective civil societies.   
 
This elite consensus has been shaken by democratization in Southeast Asia as regional social 
movements and civil societies within member nations have challenged elite consensus and 
exclusivity.11 The elites responded with fear tactics in order to avoid a descent into chaos, as 
experienced in 1998. This regional attempt to avoid formalization and institutionalization 
require establishing legal relationships among the constituent nations in favor of traditional 
personal relationships has proven hard to maintain politically as well as economically.  
 
By 2015 ASEAN integration is a fact of regional life, which is yet to be tested to withstand 
friction and evolve into a regional cooperation to maintain Asian growth and prosperity.  Within 
Indonesia, instead of leading his newly independent country forward, President Sukarno fell 
back upon the past,  

 
Indonesia started its postcolonial polity by emulating European-style democracy, and 
its political system espoused a rational, legal and constitutional type of authority. But 
Sukarno abandoned this in favour of ‘guided democracy’ based on traditional 
patrimonial rule. He denounced Western political and social values, and urged a return 
to governance based on the traditional principles of consensus, gotong-rotong, and 
musjawarah, or community mutual assistance and discussion leading to consensus.12 

 
The appropriation of these traditional principles, gotong-rotong (also spelled gotong-royang) 
and musjawarah (also spelled musyawarah) by politicians who sought to apply the principles, 
which arose from and traditionally operated at the village level, in national level politics was 
not only ironic, but was used to justify new forms of authoritarian rule.13  Currently, a large 
body of research has documented the activities of Indonesian political parties that call 
themselves democratic but in fact are neo-communist groups that hope to put an end to 

                                                      
9 Ibid, p. 379.  
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., p. 381 
12 Ibid., p. 379 
13 Sidel, John Thayer, Riots, Pogroms, Jihad: Religious Violence in Indonesia, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 
N.Y., 2006, p. 32. 
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democracy in the nation.14 The PRD (People’s Democratic Party) has teamed with the STR 
(State Farmers Union-Riau) and are described as: 

 
. . . [T]he militant Riau-based faction of the PRD/STR is, despite its basic rhetoric, a 
fundamentalist group. Their messages contain continuous references to socialist, 
communist/Marxist doctrinal beliefs, mixed with a dosage of nationalism and religious 
fundamentalism, as well as populist current themes that appear on the surface to be 
environmental or localized social issues.15 

 
The combination of socialist ideology, religious fundamentalism, populism, nationalism, as 
well as cultic leadership—all under the banner of a “democratic” people’s party, is a good 
example of the muddling of democracy in Southeast Asia.  
 
 
BOLIVIA 
 
The countries of Latin America achieved independence before their counterparts in Southeast 
Asia. The region’s elites were in the thrall of a 19th century political theory, which focused on 
the establishment of a liberal democracy, based on the model of the United States. Bolivia, 
since its independence from Spain, has experienced periods of political instability and 
economic problems. Things changed in the 1990s with the election of Gonzalo Sánchez de 
Lozado in an alliance with the indigenous liberation movement Tupacc Katari.  
 
A program of officially recognizing Bolivia’s multicultural populations, the Plan de Todos (Plan 
for All) was implemented based on indigenous-sensitive and multicultural awareness that led 
to a decentralization of the Bolivian state.16 Twelve years later, in 2005, Evo Morales, an 
Aymara coca grower and democratic socialist, was elected president, the first democratically 
chosen leader with an indigenous background.17 A new constitution, adopted in 2009, 
established the Plurinational State of Bolivia (Bolivia in Spanish, Buliwya Mamallaqta in 
Quechua, Wuliwya Suyu in Aymara, and Tetã Volivia in Guarani).18 
 
On June 15, 2014, Bolivia hosted, including Indonesia, The Summit of the Group of 77 plus 
China (G77+China), celebrating a half-century of the alliance.19 The result of the meeting was 
the adoption of a Declaration comprising two dimensions: 

 
The first, focused on reform of institutions, sets out sustainable development objectives 
to replace the United Nations’ Millennium Goals. It points to the need for an approach 
integrating economic, social and environmental strategies that promote sovereign 
control of natural resources in harmony with nature and “Mother Earth” . . . 
The second dimension of the Declaration is addressed to the construction of “that other 
possible world, a world of sovereignty for the global South, free of all forms of 
colonialism and imperialism.”20 

 

                                                      
14 Wimmer, Andreas, Fundamental Socialism in Riau, Indonesia, www.academia.edu,. Downloaded 20 June, 
2014. 
15 Ibid., p. 14. 
16 Bolivia, Wikipedia.org. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bolivia. Viewed 26 June, 2014. 
17 Evo Morales, Wikipedia.org. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bolivia. Viewed 26 June, 2014. 
18 Bolivia, op.cit. 
19 Fidler, Richard, ‘A New World Order for Living Well’ – Evo Morales’ Message of Global Solidarity. Bolivia 
Rising, 2014, 1-14. http://boliviarising.blogspot.com.br. Downloaded 21 June, 2014. 
20 Ibid. pp. 1-1. 
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During the meeting President Morales’ address to the participants continually alluded to the 
concept of Viver Bien (Living Well) that, “. . .[R]efers to the Andean concept of living in harmony 
with the community and nature, ensuring the sufficient means to live well without always 
seeking more and thereby depleting the resources of the planet.”21 This new critique of neo-
liberal developmental policies is also a critique of liberal democracy from which neo-liberal 
economics are derived. 
 
Eduardo Gudynas has written on the topic and he takes a more philosophical approach to the 
new ideology. He states,  

 
Buen Vivir or Vivir Bien, are the Spanish words used in Latin America to describe 
alternatives to development focused on the good life in a broad sense. The term is 
actively used by social movements, and it has become a popular term in some 
government programs and has even reached its way into two new Constitutions in 
Ecuador and Bolivia.22 

 
Buen Vivir, thus, is a process that while focusing on post-development questions also engages 
cultural identities to stimulate the quest for alternatives to modernity as defined in the West.23 
Comparisons have been made with socialism but: 

 
. . . [O]verlaps are found between Buen Vivir and some ideas of the   socialist tradition. 
As the Buen Vivir moves in a post-capitalist direction, it is common for many people to 
assume that it is a new type of socialism or that there is a socialist trend towards the 
Buen Vivir. Nevertheless, present day formulations of the ‘XXI century socialism’ are 
still within the modern tradition, and do not incorporate a strong environmental 
component, and are not intercultural.24 

 
Therefore, Buen Vivir seeks to establish a common ground where critical perspectives on 
development meet and interact in new ways and dealing with different ontologies. It is, at the 
same time, politically oriented program that seeks alternatives to development, “... [S]uch as 
being relational (recovering a strong interlinkage between nature and society) or the expanded 
interpretation of political communities.”25 In short, Buen Viver is a new form of 
communitarianism, albeit one that is participatory and egalitarian but also ethnically 
determined and exclusive within its boundaries.  Nicole Fabricant assumes a critical posture 
towards Buen Viver as a movement inspired by: 

 
 . . . [I]ndigenous climate justice activists in Bolivia [that] mobilize a particular vision of 
Andean indigeneity, frozen in time and space, to make specific political claims about 
their rights in relationship to the environment and propose alternative economic 
structures. Many activists argue that the ecological problems of this century are a direct 
result of advanced capitalism, which has turned lands, forests, and natural surrounds 
into commodities. However, their timeless vision of indigeneity, particularly using the 
imagined ayllu or pre-Columbian land-holding patterns as solutions to climate crisis, 
poses dangers for the millions of Bolivians who live and work in urban centers.26 

                                                      
21 Ibid. p. 3. 
22 Gudynas, Eduardo, Buen Vivir: Today’s Tomorrow, Development, 2011, 54(4), pp. 441-447. 
www.sidint.net/development/. Downloaded 25 June, 2014. 
23 Ibid., p. 444. 
24 Ibid. p. 446 
25 Ibid., p. 447. 
26 Fabricant, Nicole, Good Living for Whom? Bolivia’s Climate Justice Movement and the Limitations of 
Indigenous Cosmovisions, Latin American and Caribbean Ethnic Studies, 2013, 8(2), pp. 159-178. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17442222.2013.805618. Downloaded 25 June, 2014 
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The Bolivian entry into the climate justice arena began when CONAMAQ (National Council for 
Ayllus and Markas of Qullasysuyu) organized the ayllu as an alternative to expansive, 
extractive and destructive capitalism:  

 
Its members see extractive industries and Bolivia’s dependency upon non-renewable 
natural resources as not only harming the environment, but also contributing to climate 
change. As well, the movement has mobilized a universal indigenous discourse of 
‘Buen Vivir’ or ‘living well.’ . . . This discourse and practice emerges out of idealized 
Andean constructs of gender complementarity: harmony and equilibrium between men 
and women, egalitarian ayllu communities, and protection of natural environment. This 
cosmovision and the discourse of historic meaning and contemporary aspiration of the 
ayllu has a specific meaning in relationship to living well. It means living in harmony 
and equilibrium with others and the larger environment.27 

 
CONAMAQ was founded in 1997 to recover and reconstitute the traditional ayllu and marka 
structure in Bolivia. The CONAMAQ mission is an ethno-territorial project, the purpose of their 
politics is to claim autonomy and self-sufficiency.28  In a revealing interview of Rafael Quispe, 
the leader of CONAMAQ, states: 

 
Capitalism is the problem. It is extractive, consumerist, and developmentalist. In this 
sense capitalism and socialism are the same. We have to speak of a new model of 
development, an alternative to this system. Because both capitalism and socialism will 
go on hurting the planet. The development model of the indigenous peoples is the ayllu 
or the communitarian model. This is the solution.29 

 
This idealization of indigenous peoples as the protectors of natural environments living in the 
fullness of and equilibrium with Mother Earth relies upon establishing a new democratic 
system structured on ayllu principles, “. . . [R]esembles early anthropological representations 
of native peoples and their closed corporate communities.”30 Besides, this perspective ignores 
the many ways that indigenous communities take part in market based mechanisms.  
 
As Fabricant notes, “Increasingly more problematic and dangerous has been the migration of 
these discourses from national agendas to international arenas as solution to the climate 
crisis.”31 The indigenous Bolivian cosmovision has progressively been accepted by a variety 
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) focusing on poverty and inequality (OXFAM), 
relief and development (Christian Aid) and social justice (CAFOD).32 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In a recent essay, Robert Reich describes a new global trend—one that he termed the “New 
Tribalism and the Decline of the Nation State”: 

 
We are witnessing a reversion to tribalism around the world, away from nation states. 
The same pattern can be seen even in America – especially in American politics.  
 

                                                      
27 Ibid, p. 164. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Quispe, Rafael, quoted in Fabricant, p. 166. 
30 Fabricant, p. 167 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid, p. 164. 
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Before the rise of the nation-state, between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
world was mostly tribal. Tribes were united by language, religion, blood, and belief. 
They feared other tribes and often warred against them. Kings and emperors imposed 
temporary truces, at most.  
 
But in the past three hundred years the idea of nationhood took root in most of the 
world. Members of tribes started to become citizens, viewing themselves as a single 
people with patriotic sentiments and duties toward their homeland. Although 
nationalism never fully supplanted tribalism in some former colonial territories, the 
transition from tribe to nation was mostly completed by the mid twentieth century.33 

 
In addition, it may be added that many of these nations were organized as liberal democracies. 
New technology, especially communication technologies, are allowing groups to connect 
outside of the confines of the nation state producing an interconnectivity that, more and more, 
is personal and not political. Accordingly, the Rule of Law upon which legitimate liberal 
democracies depend is patently impersonal. The personal sphere that is composed of cultural 
artifacts such as ethnicity, religious beliefs, affiliations and language are providing many with 
a communal identity—one that might appear at odds with the status quo. 
 
For many in the developing world, community has become the great quest of the 21st century. 
In academia, this critique of modern liberalism is termed “Communitarianism.”34 It is not within 
the scope of this commentary to delve into this academic debate; it is sufficient to point out 
some of the dangers of muddling democracy in the context of the Reich’s “new tribalism.” 

 
First of all, “. . . [D]emocracies are not necessarily more efficient economically than 
other forms of government.”35 There are numerous examples of authoritarian systems, 
such as China, that have economies that out-perform those of democratic nations. This 
fact alone provides many groups in developing nations cause to consider non-
democratic alternatives.  

 
Even in the developed world, poor economic performance has provoked authoritarian 
solutions. Second, “[D]emocracies are not necessarily more efficient administratively.”36 
Probably the most efficient form of administration is an autocracy; however, its efficiency can 
prove deadly for individual choices. There are some who would argue that personal freedom 
is highly dependent on administerial inefficiency, although it may be extremely frustrating at 
times.  
 
Third, and perhaps most importantly, “[D]emocracies are not likely to appear more orderly, 
consensual, stable, or governable than the autocracies they replace.”37 The perception of 
disorder, at the personal, local, national, and even international level, is and has always been 
the catalyst for political thinking and acting; it also provides the enticement of an authoritarian 
solution. 
 
 

                                                      
33 Reich, Robert, The New Tribalism and the Decline of the Nation State, 27 March, 2014, 
http://robertreich.org/post/80522686347. Downloaded 20 June, 2014. 
34 Communitarianism, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d. 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/communitarianism/. Viewed 26 June, 2014 
35 Schmitter and Karl, p. 108. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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Community, ethnicity, and customary traditions tend to muddle the theory and practice of 
democracy, especially if those in power or who are seeking power attempt to subsume 
democracy to the will of particular communities, ethnicities or traditions. The new pluralism 
based on cultural affinities does not bode well for the future of democracy. 
 
 
 
 
Dr. William B. Duncan is a Senior Research Analyst for DAfz, obtained his Ph.D. in Political 
Science from Texas Tech University (1995), and is also a political consultant, translator and 
author living in Brasília, Brazil. 
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