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Abstract 

This thesis examines official cultural policy in Indonesia, focussing on the cultural policy 
of the national governments from 1950 until 2003. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s 
writings about government and debates about cultural policy in Cultural Studies, the 
study proposes that the features of cultural policy in Indonesia are primarily determined 
by the changing ways that the state has put culture to work in its versions of modern 
governance. 
 
Part I of the thesis provides a history of official cultural policy, including a background 
chapter on the late colonial era and the Japanese occupation. Although contemporary 
cultural policy was first articulated within Western liberal democracies to shape self-
governing national citizens, the Dutch colonial cultural policy differed in that it assumed 
indigenous subjects had reduced capacities and focussed on managing ethnic populations. 
The cultural policies of subsequent governments maintained the twin imperatives of 
‘improving’ individuals and managing populations, but with different understandings of 
both imperatives. While a more autonomous subject was assumed during Constitutional 
Democracy, Guided Democracy exercised greater state guidance as part of Sukarno’s 
mobilisation of the population behind his political program. Cultural policy during the 
New Order era rejected Sukarno’s ‘politicisation’ of culture, replaced ‘improvement’ 
with ‘development’ and further strengthened the role of the state in providing cultural 
guidance, a move justified by designating Indonesians backward by modern standards. 
The Japanese administration was the first government to address a national population. 
Relations among indigenous ethnic populations and between ethnicity and the nation 
were addressed in cultural policy from 1956 and were central to cultural policy 
throughout the New Order era. Part II of the thesis consists of two case studies of cultural 
programs in the New Order and Reform eras: (1) the arts councils and cultural parks and 
(2) a cultural research project. It explores New Order centralism, demonstrating the 
heterogeneity between different levels of the state and how governmental goals imbued 
particular practices and objects with special significance and meaning by constructing 
them as culture.  
 
Cultural policy in the post-Suharto period is addressed in both Parts I and II. While the 
practices of the New Order era are generally continuing, decentralisation created the 
possibility of a plurality of cultural policies across Indonesia, as lower levels of 
government are responsible for administering cultural policy. Decentralisation could 
result in a more participatory cultural policy as more cultural practices are addressed or a 
narrowing of cultural policy if conservative ethnic identity politics drives changes.  
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Preface 

Two sets of experiences helped me clarify the direction of my research. When I was on 

fieldwork in Sumatra, two people in different provinces who were actively involved in 

the arts said independently to me that they did not know what Indonesian culture 

(kebudayaan Indonsia) was. They felt it was something alien, talked about by, and used 

to justify the actions of a far-away central government. While most other Indonesians 

with whom I talked did not hold this view, there was a widespread confusion over the 

purpose of cultural policy and dismay at the effects of centrally generated policy on local 

practices. While at a seminar in Australia, after discovering that I was researching 

Indonesian cultural policy a senior academic asked, with a roguish smile, whether 

Indonesia had a cultural policy. While this was a dig from a political economist, it also 

indicated that while it had been established that other countries had cultural policies, this 

was not the case for Indonesia. These experiences identified cultural policy as a puzzling, 

blurry space within two disparate communities.  

 

My understanding of what I was doing grew from the question of how best to explore and 

map this space. I do not view my research as charting the linear stages of development of 

cultural policy. Instead, I have endeavoured to write about the contingency of the present 

condition of cultural policy – a history of what Michael Shapiro calls ‘what we are now’:  

This ‘what we are now’ is not meant as a simple description of the current state of 
things. Rather, it is an attempt to show that the ‘now’ is an unstable victory won at 
the expense of other possible nows. (Shapiro, 1992, p. 12)  

I have tried to write about cultural policy in a way that allows for different possibilities 

and choices, both in Indonesia and abroad. My goal has been to contribute to the debate, 

in particular in Indonesia, about the state’s role and relationship to culture in its myriad 

forms. This thesis in many ways arises from the long discussions with numerous friends 

and colleagues in Indonesia who have an interest in cultural policy. I hope that my 

research can clarify issues and assist reflection about future directions.  

 

Modern Indonesian spelling is used in the body of the text. Where names and titles use 

earlier conventions, I have followed the original spelling with two exceptions. I have used 



 

 

xii

the modern Indonesian spelling for Pujangga Baru and Balai Pustaka,1 as this has 

become the convention after considerable contemporary research. I adopt the English-

language convention of citing an author’s last name in this thesis because many 

Indonesian authors publish in English as well as Indonesian, and I have applied this 

convention to Indonesian publications for consistency. In the case of articles from the 

Indonesian daily newspaper Kompas, I have used the journalists’ abbreviated names, as 

the difficulty of associating abbreviated names with full names makes the abbreviated 

names the easiest way of tracking down the original articles. All of the translations in the 

text are mine except when otherwise indicated. The reference system I have used is the 

American Psychological Association (APA) citation system.  

 

                                                 
1 Originally Poedjangga Baroe and Balai Poestaka.  


