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This research explores the federalist elements in the mandala (a graphic art pattern in 
Southeast Asia) and political charisma to discuss their constructive roles as traditional 
Indonesian political culture in federalizing Indonesia. Since August 17, 1945 when Sukarno 
declared the independence of the country in Jakarta, the newly–born Indonesia was also 
finalized as a centralized presidential republic. However, till today, societal diversities in 
Indonesian society are continuously increasing, the tendency of federalization, therefore, 
has never entirely faded away. Both the mandala and political charisma de facto have 
spontaneously generated their own initiatives for federalization since ancient times. Upon 
illustration of these initiatives, this paper emphasizes the significances of traditional political 
culture in shaping modern Indonesia’s political regime.

Introduction 
(YHQ� WKRXJK� WKH�ÀUVW�DQG�VROH�H[SHULPHQW� WR�HVWDEOLVK� WKH� ,QGRQHVLDQ�)HGHUDWLRQ�� WKH�

´5HSXEOLF�RI� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�RI�,QGRQHVLDµ������²�������ZDV�D�VKRUW²OLYHG�SURGXFW�RI� WKH�
Dutch colonization, it seems that the Indonesian people have never given up imagining their own 
federal system. The diversities of their politics, economy, culture, geography and other societal 
DQG�QDWXUDO�DVSHFWV�KDYH�EHHQ�WRR�QXPHURXV�WKDW�PDNH�GRPHVWLF�FRQVHQVXV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�DFKLHYH�
at a high level. In recent years, domestic callings for transferring Indonesia’s current form of 
government from its purely presidential republic to a more federalist one have increasingly 
attracted attentions. Early in June 1999, D. F. Anwar, the foreign policy advisor of Indonesian 
President B. J. Habibie, stated in Malaysia that the future political framework of the Indonesian 
archipelago could be a federation.1

Despite that, the picture of an Indonesian federalist state has still remained ambiguous 
with no related detailed plan. Generally in the contemporary history of Asian democratization, 
directly imitating the advanced Western democratic models is more common than democratic 
experimentation or innovation by local people. It is reasonable to think that Indonesian federalists 
are adherents of the federal systems of the United States or western European countries like 
Switzerland. However, this ignores the local federalist potentials of the Indonesian nation. By 
primarily adopting a historical approach of research and being based on the perspective of 
WUDGLWLRQDO�,QGRQHVLDQ�SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH��WKLV�SDSHU�DUJXHV�WKDW�HYHQ�LQ�WKH�SUH²FRORQLDO�SHULRG�
(before the 16th century), people in Indonesia planted the seeds for their own federation.� 
Mandala�DQG�SROLWLFDO�FKDULVPD�DUH�WZR�IDU²�UHDFKLQJ�SROLWLFDO�WUDGLWLRQV�RI�WKH
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Indonesian nation that spontaneously correspond with modern federalism. Thus, the logic of 
DUJXPHQW�LQ�WKLV�SDSHU�LV�WKDW�´VRPH�WUDGLWLRQDO�,QGRQHVLDQ�SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH�LV�IHGHUDOLVWµ�UDWKHU�
WKDQ� ´WKDW� FXOWXUH� LV� DEOH� WR� ÀW� ZHVWHUQ� IHGHUDOLVW� PRGHOV�µ� 7UDGLWLRQDO� ,QGRQHVLDQ� SROLWLFDO�
culture in other words takes the initiative in processing the country’s federalization.

However, an open embrace of federalist ideas has still remained sensitive among the 
,QGRQHVLDQ� SXEOLF�� ,Q� WKH� ORQJ�� JORULRXV� DQWL²FRORQLDO� KLVWRU\� RI� WKH� ,QGRQHVLDQ� QDWLRQ�� D�
UHODWLYHO\�XQLÀHG�́ ,QGRQHVLDQ²QHVVµ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�HWKQLFLW\��FXOWXUH�DQG�SROLWLFV�KDV�EHHQ�JUDGXDOO\�
generated and consolidated. It encourages people in Indonesia to feel like one. Federalism could 
easily be interpreted as separatism.

Common Features of Federal Systems
According to George Anderson, President and CEO of the Forum of Federations, there 

DUH�WZR�XQLTXH�HVVHQFHV�LQ�DOO�W\SHV�RI�IHGHUDO�V\VWHPV��´WZR�FRQVWLWXWLRQDOO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�RUGHUV�
RI�JRYHUQPHQW�ZLWK�VRPH�JHQXLQH�DXWRQRP\�IURP�HDFK�RWKHU�µ�DQG�WKH�´JRYHUQPHQWV�DUH�HDFK�
level primarily accountable to their respective electorates.”� Hence, federation is not a particular 
PHFKDQLVP�ZLWK�À[HG�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUHV��EXW�D�G\QDPLF�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LQ�
SROLWLFV�RQ�VWDWH�DQG�ORFDO�OHYHOV��,WV�SXUSRVH�DQG�DOVR�LWV�XQLTXH�DGYDQWDJH�FDQ�EH�GHÀQHG�DV�DQ�
HIIRUW�WR�HQVXUH�QDWLRQDO�XQLW\�WKURXJK�UHFRJQL]LQJ�ORFDO�GLYHUVLWLHV�LQ�D�OHVV²XQLÀHG�HQYLURQPHQW��
2IÀFLDOO\�UHFRJQL]LQJ�KHWHURJHQHLWLHV� LQVWHDG�RI� LPSRVLQJ�QDWLRQZLGH�DVVLPLODWLRQ�PDQLIHVWV�
the remarkable tolerance of the federal government in any federalist state toward its minorities.

Indonesia today is a presidential republic with one unitary national government. 
Structurally imitating the framework of the American separation of powers, ruling power 
in Indonesia on every administrative level is also divided into three parts. Executive power 
belongs to the government led by the President of Indonesia. Legislative power is granted to 
ERWK�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�3HRSOH·V�&RQVXOWDWLYH�$VVHPEO\�RU�WKH�́ Majelis Permusyawaratan 
Rakyat.” The Assembly has two chambers: the People’s Representative Council or the 
´Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat” (like the House of Representatives in the U.S.), and the Regional 
5HSUHVHQWDWLYHV�&RXQFLO�RU�WKH�´Dewan Perwakilan Daerah.” Although it does not carry the 
VDPH�DXWKRULW\�DV�WKH�8�6��6HQDWH��WKH�5HJLRQDO�5HSUHVHQWDWLYHV�&RXQFLO�LV�D�VSHFLÀF�QDWLRQDO�
platform to deal with local matters. Judicial power in Indonesia is independent and the highest 
judiciary is the Supreme Court or the ´Mahkamah Agung.”

,Q� WHUPV�RI�SROLWLFDO� VXEGLYLVLRQ�� ,QGRQHVLD� WRGD\�KDV�ÀYH� DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� OHYHOV� IURP�
WKH�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�ORFDO��7KH\�DUH��VWDWH��SURYLQFH��UHJHQF\��RU�FLW\���VXE²GLVWULFW�DQG�YLOODJH�� 
Each level has its own governing and legislative body. The further it is away from the state 
JRYHUQPHQW��WKH�PRUH�DXWRQRP\�LW�HQMR\V��)RU�H[DPSOH��FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�XSSHU²OHYHO�SURYLQFHV��
both regencies and cities are more autonomous in managing their public services.5 Thus, any 
federal system that is implemented dramatically and intensively in today’s Indonesia will further 
decentralize the country and even has a risk of splitting Indonesia.

Literature Review
,Q�,QGRQHVLDQ�6WXGLHV��WKHUH�DUH�VXIÀFLHQW�DUWLFOHV�RQ�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�-DYDQHVH�SROLWLFDO�

culture, the potential of making a federation in contemporary Indonesia, and the connections 
EHWZHHQ�,QGRQHVLD·V�PRGHUQL]DWLRQ�DQG�LWV�WUDGLWLRQV��:ULWLQJV�RQ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�UHODWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
WUDGLWLRQDO� ,QGRQHVLDQ�SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH�DQG�PRGHUQ�)HGHUDWLRQ�DUH� VWLOO�QRW�HDV\� WR�ÀQG��7KH�
following are some of the relevant ones.

Orientalism has been one of the earliest schools that worked on the political history 
of Indonesia. Its works are invaluable for modern scholars to critically portray the face of 
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Indonesian tradition and the early Indonesian community, because most of their sources are 
ÀUVW�KDQG�PDWHULDOV�IURP�ZHVWHUQ�DGYHQWXUH�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�ÀHOG�ZRUNV��$UWKXU�-DPHV�%DOIRXU��
3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�.LQJGRP�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������VXJJHVWV�WKDW�LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�
orientals to be governed by the West, because by looking through their history, no one is able to 
ÀQG�DQ\�IRUP�RI�VHOI²JRYHUQPHQW�RU�DQ\�DWWHPSW�WR�FUHDWH�LW�6 The potential for oriental people 
to set up modern administration therefore is completely denied by orientalists.

In reality, in the late 19th� DQG�HDUO\���th centuries when orientalists were active, most 
countries in the East were still domestically chaotic with backward political regimes and 
intensive battles of independence. Indonesia at that time was under Dutch control. Local 
LQWHOOHFWXDOV� WKHUH� KDG� MXVW� EHJXQ� WR� IRUPXODWH� WKH� LGHD� RI� ´,QGRQHVLDµ� DV� DQ� LQGHSHQGHQW�
FRXQWU\�DQG�´,QGRQHVLDQµ�DV�D�XQLWHG�QDWLRQ�7�+HQFH�� LW� LV�GLIÀFXOW� IRU�RULHQWDOLVW�VFKRODUV� WR�
give an optimistic description and prediction of the future political progress in the Indonesian 
archipelago. More importantly, orientalists, by growing up in their more materially advanced 
society with a more industrialized civilization (mostly in Western Europe), have maintained an 
DUURJDQW��ZHVWHUQ²RULHQWHG�DQG�HYHQ�UDFLVW�DWWLWXGH�WRZDUG�WKHLU�REMHFWV�RI�VWXG\�IRU�D�ORQJ�WLPH��
One anthropological argument in their works is that orientals, from Arabic, Indian, and Javanese 
WR�RWKHU�UDFHV�ZKR�DUH�LQ�´\HOORZ�VNLQV�µ�DUH�WKH�VDPH�HYHU\ZKHUH�8�$V�5XG\DUG�.LSOLQJ�VDLG�LQ�
his poem The Ballad of East and West�LQ�������´2K��(DVW�LV�(DVW��DQG�:HVW�LV�:HVW��DQG�QHYHU�
the twain shall meet.” This attitude has shaped inequality and distinction. Consequently, it has 
been placed by orientalists between the East and West not only in terms of race, but also in terms 
of culture, politics, history and all other social spheres.9

Benedict Anderson, Professor of International Studies and Director of the Modern 
Indonesia Project at Cornell University and one of the leading authorities on Southeast Asian 
6WXGLHV�� DOVR� VKRZV�KLV� GLVDJUHHPHQW�� ,Q� WKH�ÀUVW� FKDSWHU� RI� KLV� SUHVWLJLRXV� ERRN�Language 
and Power: Exploring Political Cultures in Indonesia, he introduces some key points of the 
traditional Javanese political culture. First and foremost, it does not allow any form of social 
contract and mutual obligation between the ruling class and the people.10 A substantially 
balanced reciprocal relationship across social classes in politics, therefore, is hard to build and 
formalize. Secondly, a society without any strict hierarchy is ideal, because each administrative 
level beneath the ruler would be less autonomous.11 This is also incompatible with the federalist 
principles by giving as little autonomy to local administrations as possible. Despite all his 
denials, Anderson actually suggests that it is feasible for traditions and modernization to coexist 
when the leadership is well familiar with these traditions while not being restricted by them.��

Compared to orientalism, Anderson’s arguments are more objective and precise. The 
actual contents of the traditional Javanese political culture according to him are not capable 
of stimulating democratic and federal systems. Nevertheless, he has overlooked the subtle 
G\QDPLFV�RI�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�,QGRQHVLDQ�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUH��(YHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�UXOHU�DQG�KLV�RIÀFLDOV�
LQ� WKH� FHQWUH� DUH� GHÀQLWHO\� QRW� ZLOOLQJ� WR� JLYH� DXWRQRPLHV� WR� WKH� ORFDOV�� WKH� DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�
structure is capable of spontaneously stimulating localization.

Gabriele Ferrazzi, Adjunct Professor on Rural Development at the Brandon University, 
LV�QRW�SHVVLPLVWLF�DERXW� WKH� IXWXUH�RI� WKH� ,QGRQHVLDQ�)HGHUDWLRQ��)HGHUDOLVP�FDQ�ÀW�ZLWK� WKH�
ORQJ²WHUP�YDOXHV�RI�,QGRQHVLDQV�WRGD\��HVSHFLDOO\�LWV�HVVHQFH��7KH�SULPDU\�VWDWXV�RI�EDUJDLQLQJ��
negotiation and coordination among different powers in politics, corresponds well with the 
,QGRQHVLDQ�LGHD�RI�´FRQVHQVXV�WKURXJK�GHOLEHUDWLRQµ�RU�´musyawarah mufakat.”��

Still, it will be hard for most Indonesians to welcome federalism. Pursuing a federal system 
will further deepen the degree of societal heterogeneity and escalate societal confrontations, 
which could gradually undermine the sense of being one united Indonesian nation.�� Therefore, 
Ferrazzi believes that the unitary state with appropriate local autonomies is a safer route for 
Indonesian politics in the future.15

The reason why a federation is workable in Indonesia is because it is compatible with 
the native social values and current social environment there. Federalist elements hence take 
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the initiative to enter Indonesia and federalize that country. However, Ferrazzi does not include 
the assumption that the Indonesian political culture also has its own motives in the path of 
federalization.

All the scholars listed above, with the exception of Gabriele Ferrazzi, have adopted a 
historical approach in their publications through generating their conclusions from the political 
history of Indonesia to argue that it is impossible to create a federation from traditions. This 
WKHPH� LV�QRW� WUXH��DV� WKLV�SDSHU�ZLOO� LOOXVWUDWH��7KH� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�KXPDQ�KLVWRU\� LV�PXOWL²
dimensional. By understanding the history of Indonesia from a new angle, this paper will 
predict some potential contributions of traditional political culture in establishing Indonesia’s 
Federation today.

Methodology
Southeast Asia has long been considered as the crossroads of Asia. First of all, this is 

because it is geographically located between India and China, the two giants in South Asia and 
East Asia. Secondly, movements of people via Southeast Asia have been large and frequent. 
These increasing social interactions promoted the islands of Southeast Asia to rise as a centre of 
VHD�WUDGLQJ��7KH�0DODFFD�6WUDLW��D�NH\�ZDWHUZD\�FRQQHFWLQJ�WKH�3DFLÀF�DQG�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ��
was the best maritime route for transporting goods from China to India and vice versa at that 
time. By getting involved in�WKLV�SURÀWDEOH�EXVLQHVV��VWDWHV�LQ�WKH�DQFLHQW�,QGRQHVLDQ�DUFKLSHODJR�
HPHUJHG�DV�́ SRUW²SROLWHV�µ�,VODQGHUV�WKHUH�GLG�QRW�KDYH�D�FOHDU�FRQFHSW�RI�ERXQGDULHV��2QH�UHDVRQ�
is that putting boundary issues aside could protect free navigation. This geographic ambiguity 
helped to shape the Indonesian archipelago, the Philippine archipelago and the Malay Peninsula 
into a coherent region with considerable commonalities in geography, history, politics, culture 
and economy.

Thus, the study of traditional Indonesian political culture in this paper also adopts a 
WROHUDQW�DQG�ÁH[LEOH�KLVWRULFDO�DSSURDFK��$�KLVWRULFDO�DSSURDFK�LV�DQ�HVVHQWLDO�UHVHDUFK�PHWKRG�
IRU�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV��%DVHG�XSRQ�D�KLVWRULFDO�DSSURDFK��WKLV�SDSHU�ÀUVWO\�IRUPV�D�WKHVLV�VWDWHPHQW�
by looking through the history of Indonesia and Southeast Asia, and gets its evidence mainly 
from related primary and secondary sources. Its goal is to improve the accuracy of study through 
generating academic understandings of neutral, ambiguous events and ideas primarily from 
their respective historical backgrounds. Moreover, this paper chooses a historical approach also 
due to the following four reasons:

Firstly, political culture in Indonesia is inherited. Its development is a permanent 
accumulation of political, cultural and social elements that can hardly be cut off. The essence of 
the older political culture has always been inherited by the newer.

Secondly, political culture in Indonesia is dynamic. It changes chronologically along 
ZLWK�GLIIHUHQW�VRFLDO�DQG�QDWXUDO�HYHQWV��7DNH�WKH�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�´FKDULVPDµ�LQ�,QGRQHVLD�DV�DQ�
instance. Charisma was positive when charismatic nationalists gathered public support during 
their confrontations with the Dutch colonization. Nonetheless, charisma may be negative once 
it associates with the powers of military strongmen, which could result in dictatorship and 
authoritarianism.

Thirdly, political culture as a macroscopic academic concept is an amalgam of multiple 
societal elements. It is not merely applicable to the understandings of politics and culture. 
Religion, economy, geographical conditions and other social and natural factors have also been 
involved in it.

)RXUWKO\�� D� KLVWRULFDO� DSSURDFK� FUHDWHV� WKH�SRWHQWLDO� IRU� WKH� VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI� WKLV� VWXG\�
WR�GHYHORS�EH\RQG�WKH�ÀHOG�RI�SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUH��2QH�H[SHFWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�DUJXPHQW�LQ�WKLV�SDSHU�
LV� WR� FRQVWUXFW� D� FRQFHSW� RI� ´WKH� WUDGLWLRQDO� ,QGRQHVLDQ� SROLWLFDO� FXOWXUH� LV� XQLTXHµ� WKURXJK�
expounding some traditional Indonesian political culture is federalist. This paper also hopes to 
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stimulate the attention of future scholars in regard to the uniqueness of Southeast Asian culture. 
It is inappropriate to label this culture as being subjected to Chinese and Indian culture. After 
explaining the theoretical foundation of a historical approach, in the following part, this paper 
will offer two pieces of evidence to argue that some traditional Indonesian political culture is 
federalist.

Ideas of Ruling in the Mandala
Before the overwhelming expansion of Islam within the Indonesian archipelago in 

������ WKH� UHOLJLRXV� OLIH�RI� WKH� LVODQGHUV�ZDV�GRPLQDWHG�E\�+LQGXLVP�DQG�%XGGKLVP��'XULQJ�
Islamization, these two old religions were gradually integrated as an important feature of the 
newly Islamized Indonesian nation. One of their essences was the concept of the mandala. 
Mandala�LV�DQ�LQGLVSHQVDEOH�DUW�SDWWHUQ�LQ�+LQGXLVP�DQG�%XGGKLVP��7KH�ZRUG�´mandala” is 
ZULWWHQ�LQ�WKH�+LQGX�KRO\�6DQVNULW�DQG�PDGH�XS�RI�´manda�µ�PHDQV�´HVVHQFH�µ�DQG�´la,” means 
´FRQWDLQHU�µ16�$FFRUGLQJO\��´mandalaµ�OLWHUDOO\�PHDQV�´HQFLUFOLQJ�D�FRUH�µ17

There are three basic elements that a mandala consists of: a centre, symmetry, and 
several cardinal points (see Figure 1.).18 The centre of a mandala is a core of power with 
radiances of emanation fading gradually and symmetrically with the distance from the centre to 
WKH�SHULSKHU\��&DUGLQDO�SRLQWV�DUH�WKH�VPDOO��VHSDUDWH��EXW�VLJQLÀFDQW�ORFDO�SRZHUV�WKDW�LQÁXHQFH�
the centre while also being attracted by it. They are located symmetrically within the centre’s 
sphere of power.

Figure 1. A mandala graphc art.19

 
 Mandala� LQ� WKH� SUH²FRORQLDO� ,QGRQHVLD� ZDV� IDU� PRUH� WKDQ� MXVW� D� VLPSOH� UHOLJLRXV�
shape. It was also a common political form of all political entities, notwithstanding the fact that 
this ubiquitous mandalic�V\VWHP�ZDV�RIÀFLDOO\�HQGHG�E\�WKH�DUULYDO�RI�WKH�'XWFK�FRORQLVWV�LQ�WKH�
PLG²��th century. The centre of a mandala is the core of the power of its community, but since 
WKH�H[WHQVLRQ�RI�FHQWUH·V�SRZHU�LV�XQWRXFKDEOH�DQG�LUUHJXODU�LQ�UHDO�SUDFWLFH��WKH�´V\PPHWU\µ�
within a mandala� LQ�SROLWLFV� LV�PHUHO\�D�FRQFHSWXDO�IHDWXUH��VHH�)LJXUH������7KH�QXPEHU�DQG�
SRVLWLRQ�RI�DOO�FDUGLQDO�SRLQWV�DUH�DOVR�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�À[HG�DQG�V\PPHWULFDO�

 

Figure 2. Structure of a mandalic community.20

                                         centre

cardinal point
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When the power of the core strengthens, an increasing number of external and diverse 
political entities would be absorbed as the new cardinal points of this mandala. The location 
of the old cardinal points might need to be moved because of tribal clashes or other social 
and natural problems. These old and new cardinal points likewise were the centres of their 
respective mandalic�FRPPXQLWLHV��VHH�)LJXUH������7KHUHIRUH��D�mandala� LV�QRW�GHÀQHG�E\�LWV�
SHULSKHU\��EXW�E\�LWV�FHQWUH�ZLWK�ÁH[LEOH�SRZHU�H[WHQVLRQ�DQG�FRQWUDFWLRQ��:LWKRXW�FOHDU�DQG�
stable borders, the size and movement of the population become the key standard to draw 
the periphery. Domestically, every village or community can be a mandala, and the smallest 
mandala in politics is the family of each islander. In international relations, every state is a 
mandala��+HQFH��LQ�WKH�SUH²FRORQLDO�SHULRG��LQWHU²VWDWH�DQG�LQWHU²YLOODJH�UHODWLRQV�DUH�DFWXDOO\�
LQWHU²mandala relations.

Macroscopically, the societal structure of a mandalic community was manifested by the 
UHFLSURFDO�´SDWURQ²FOLHQW�V\VWHP�µ�LQ�ZKLFK�LVODQGHUV�ZHUH�FOLHQWV�DQG�WKHLU�UHFRJQL]HG�OHDGHU�
was the legitimated patron.�� Groups of small settlements as the cardinal points tended to stay 
DURXQG�DQG�VXEPLW�WKHLU�UHFRJQLWLRQ�DQG�ODERXU�WR�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�ZLWK�WKH�KLJKHVW�VRFLR²SROLWLFDO�
DQG�VRFLRHFRQRPLF�SRVLWLRQ�LQ�UHWXUQ�IRU�DGGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�VRFLDO�VWDWXV�DQG�UHFHLYLQJ�VXIÀFLHQW�
protection.�� Islanders thus were able to form and show their political and religious preferences 
and followed any leader they wanted. They were authorized to express themselves within this 
XQLÀHG�mandalic structure. The supreme leader in each mandala�ZKR�UHSUHVHQWHG�WKH�´FHQWUHµ�
ZDV�D�´PDQ�RI�SURZHVV�µ�7KH�JUHDWHVW�OHDGHUV�DUH�´raja sewu negara nungkul (sujud)µ�²�´WKH�
kings of a thousand kingdoms offer submission to them.”�� Therefore, a mandala�ZLWK�D�SDWURQ²
client system is actually a strategic alliance where both the centre and cardinal points set up a 
UHFLSURFDO��LQWHUGHSHQGHQW�UHODWLRQ�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU�WR�IXOÀO�WKHLU�LQGLYLGXDO�QHHGV��7R�D�FHUWDLQ�
extent, it also legitimized the relatively parallel statuses of these two parties in politics. No 
PDWWHU�LI�WKH�FDUGLQDO�SRLQWV�DUH�ZHLJKWHG�KHDYLO\�RU�QRW��ZLWKRXW�WKHLU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��QR�´PDQ�RI�
prowess” is able to establish his mandala. Leadership in the early Indonesian archipelago thus 
had already put a heavy emphasis on the powers and heterogeneities on the local level.

The mandalic�SDWURQ²FOLHQW�V\VWHP�FUHDWHG�D�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJ�LQ�SROLWLFV�DQG�FXOWXUH�
for ordinary people and encouraged them to feel responsible to participate in the politics of 
their community. The political form of the mandala hence is also an inclusive platform of 
directly transferring political messages between the leadership and people on all administrative 
levels. As this paper has mentioned, by looking through human history, political culture is 
recognized as an amalgam of different societal elements. The political preferences of people in 
any mandala thus also added up with multiple messages, such as people’s attitudes toward their 
current life and their understandings of politics, kingship and loyalty. When settlements were 
directly choosing their leader, all these messages were also automatically being shown to their 
OHDGHU��WKH�UXOLQJ�́ PDQ�RI�SURZHVV�µ�+H�KDG�WR�JLYH�RIÀFLDO�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKHVH�FDOOLQJV�RWKHUZLVH�
KLV�FDUGLQDO�SRLQWV�ZRXOG�OHDYH�KLP��7KLV�́ VHQG²UHFHLYH²UHVSRQGµ�URXWH�RI�WUDQVIHUULQJ�SROLWLFDO�
messages within a mandala�HVWDEOLVKHG�D�SULPLWLYHO\�IHGHUDO�V\VWHP�LQ�SUH²FRORQLDO�,QGRQHVLD��
Its preference for local people to directly appeal to the central leadership is similar to the modern 
federalist mechanism of a referendum. In a referendum, substantial national affairs must be 
directly decided by the people.��

However, the mandala�LV�VWLOO�QRW�WUXO\�GHPRFUDWLF��EXW�WULEDO�DQG�FHQWUH²RULHQWHG�ZLWK�D�
VWURQJ�FRQFHUQ�IRU�´VXEMHFWV�µ�7KLV�WRS²ERWWRP�V\VWHP�KDV�VHUYLFHG�DV�D�PHDQV�IRU�LPSURYLQJ�
WKH�UXOLQJ�HIÀFLHQF\�RI�WKH�DUFKLSHODJR�DULVWRFUDF\�IRU�FHQWXULHV��$OWKRXJK�FDUGLQDO�SRLQWV�DQG�
ordinary islanders had the right to formulate their political preferences, neither they nor other 
VRFLHWDO�HQWLWLHV�ZHUH�DOORZHG� WR�FKHFN� WKH�´PDQ�RI�SURZHVV�µ�1HYHUWKHOHVV��ZKDW�FDQQRW�EH�
denied is that the mandala is in form still a long, spontaneous local attempt at a relatively 
IHGHUDOLVW�FHQWUH²SHULSKHU\�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�UHODWLRQ�
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Charisma in Indonesian Politics
6LPLODU�WR�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�PRGHUQ�IHGHUDOLVW�VWDWHV��WKH�RSHQ²PLQGHG�DWWLWXGH�WRZDUG�ORFDO�

authority in the mandala also encouraged the generation of excessive societal heterogeneities in 
WKH�ORFDO�WKDW�FRXOG�WKUHDWHQ�WKH�XQLÀHG�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��7KH�ULVN�RI�UHJLRQDOLVP�DQG�WKH�ZRUVKLS�
RI�WKH�́ PDQ�RI�SURZHVVµ�DUH�WZR�UHDVRQV�WKDW�,QGRQHVLDQ�SROLWLFV�KDV�HPSKDVL]HG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�
RI� ´FKDULVPDµ� VLQFH� WKH� ROG� GD\V�� ,Q� SROLWLFDO� SUDFWLFH�� FKDULVPD� LV� PXWXDO²FRPSOHPHQWDU\�
with the political form of the mandala. Ruling with charisma is not a compulsory structural 
measure, but a soft, effective means to cohere public feelings and put the whole society together. 
Unfortunately, in modern Indonesia, charismatic leaders have always been military men, like 
*HQHUDO� 6XNDUQR� �����²������ DQG� *HQHUDO� 6XKDUWR� �����²������� ZKR� WHQGHG� WR� JHQHUDWH�
´VWURQJPDQ� SROLWLFV�µ� 2QH� SHUPDQHQW� DQG� LQHYLWDEOH� WDVN� LQ� ,QGRQHVLDQ� SROLWLFV� KHQFH� KDV�
always been to prevent the military from over involving itself in civil affairs. However, this 
SDSHU�DUJXHV�WKDW�WKH�ORQJ�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�FKDULVPDWLF�OHDGHUVKLS�LQ�,QGRQHVLD�FDQ�EH�EHQHÀFLDO�WR�
the country’s federalization and federation today.

7KH� SURPLQHQFH� RI� FKDULVPD� VXJJHVWV� WKDW� ,QGRQHVLD·V� IHGHUDOL]DWLRQ�ZLOO� EH� FHQWUH²
RULHQWHG��EXW�LW�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�DOO�IHGHUDOLVW�DWWHPSWV�LQ�,QGRQHVLD�DUH�QRPLQDO��$�FHQWUH²RULHQWHG�
federalization is: First and foremost, a gradual plan initiated by the national government rather 
WKDQ� D� UHOXFWDQW� HPHUJHQF\� UHVSRQVH� WR� XQFRPSURPLVLQJ� ORFDO� GLVFRQWHQWV�� 6HFRQGO\�� ´VHOI²
PDQDJHPHQWµ�LV�WKH�NH\�ZRUG�LQ�WKH�LQLWLDO�VWDJH�RI�WKLV�SURFHVV��3URPLVLQJ�VHOI²PDQDJHPHQW�
is different from providing autonomies. The former is giving limited rights to the local 
governments to manage their own affairs. However, the latter at the greatest extent means to 
directly give them the legitimacy to rule themselves. Giving autonomies to the local level is the 
ultimate goal in federalization, but since federalism is still sensitive in Indonesia, federalizing 
WKH�FRXQWU\�VKRXOG�EH�GRQH�VWHS²E\²VWHS��7KH�FHQWULSHWDO�DWWUDFWLRQ�RI�WKH�QDWLRQDO�JRYHUQPHQW�
to the public therefore is a promise of social harmony and stability.

In understanding charisma, there are some noticeable distinctions between the East 
and West. Max Weber, one of the most prestigious German political scientists, represents the 
ROG�ZHVWHUQ�WRS²GRZQ�QRWLRQ�RI�FKDULVPD�LQ�WKLV�SDSHU��,Q�:HEHULDQ�WKLQNLQJ��FKDULVPD�LV�WKH�
remarkable character of a person in physical and mental aspects and the political and social 
FKDULVPD�RI�D� OHDGHU� LV�DQ� LQLWLDWLYH�SRZHU�ZLWK�D� WHPSRUDU\� LQÁXHQFH� LQ� WHUPV�RI�DWWUDFWLQJ�
followers.��� ,Q� WKLV� VHQVH�� FKDULVPDWLF� OHDGHUVKLS� LV� ´LUUDWLRQDOµ� DQG� ´UHYROXWLRQDU\µ��� By 
FRQWUDVW�� %HQHGLFW� $QGHUVRQ�� DV� WKH� UHSUHVHQWDWLYH� RI� WKH� QHZ� ZHVWHUQ� ERWWRP²XS� QRWLRQ��
suggests that charisma is the politically and socially permanent, passive power of a leader.�� 
This leader is charismatic because his (or her) people believe he (or she) has power.��

In the eastern interpretation, the charisma of a leader is an outstanding quality of his 
RU�KHUV�ZKLFK�KDV�D�SHUPDQHQW�SROLWLFDO�DQG�VRFLDO�LQÁXHQFH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�DWWUDFWLQJ�IROORZHUV·�
EHOLHIV�� ,Q� UHDOLW\�� FKDULVPDWLF� UXOLQJ� LV� D� VLJQLÀFDQW� FRPPRQDOLW\� LQ�$VLDQ�SROLWLFV��ZKHWKHU�
LQ� GHPRFUDWLF� FRXQWULHV� OLNH� 6RXWK� .RUHD� DQG� WKH� 3KLOLSSLQHV�� GHPRFUDWLF� FRXQWULHV� ZLWK� D�
VLQJOH�ORQJ²OLYHG�GRPLQDQW�OHDGHUVKLS�OLNH�6LQJDSRUH�DQG�0DOD\VLD��RU�GLFWDWRULDO�FRXQWULHV�OLNH�
Myanmar. The charisma of their leaders is still important in maintaining social stability and in 
the actual obedience and practise of the central policy by the people.

The immediate conditions that have pushed Indonesia to pursue charismatic leadership 
have been the country’s excessive heterogeneities in its ethnicity and geography. With Bahasa 
Indonesia�DV�WKH�OLQJXD�IUDQFD��LQ�������WKHUH�ZHUH�VWLOO�PRUH�WKDQ�����ODQJXDJHV�DQG�GLDOHFWV�
EHLQJ�VSRNHQ�E\�RYHU�����HWKQLF�JURXSV�LQ�,QGRQHVLD��ZLWK�-DYDQHVH�SHRSOH��WKH�PDMRU�HWKQLF�
JURXS��RQO\�DFFRXQWLQJ�IRU��������RI�WKH�WRWDO�SRSXODWLRQ��� Furthermore, Indonesia earned its 
QDPH�´WKH�WKRXVDQG�LVODQGV�FRXQWU\µ�E\�EHLQJ�GLYLGHG�LQWR��������LVODQGV��������LVODQGV�DUH�
inhabited).�� Cultural, political, economic and other social communications among people have 
WKHUHIRUH�EHHQ�DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�JHRJUDSKLF�EDUULHUV�RI�WKH�3DFLÀF�2FHDQ��:LWKRXW�D�FKDULVPDWLF�
leadership to put disparate groups together moderately, Indonesia would be too disrupted to 
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promote its democratic and federalist experiment nationally.
During Suharto’s New Order, from 1965 to 1998, Indonesia witnessed rapid economic 

development, but meanwhile, its government was also gradually eroded by nepotism, cronyism, 
FRUUXSWLRQ� DQG� WKH� DEXVH� RI� RIÀFLDO� SRZHUV���� +HQFH�� WKH� QHZ� HOHFWLRQ� LQ� ������ WKH� ÀUVW�
Indonesian parliamentary election since the collapse of the New Order, was essential to bearing 
the democratic dream of the whole nation. Ninety percent of the total population participated 
in this election.�� Nonetheless, even in this watershed moment of the Indonesian democracy, 
FKDULVPD�DV�D�SROLWLFDO�WUDGLWLRQ�VWLOO�KDG�LWV�SODFH��0HJDZDWL�6XNDUQRSXWUL��GDXJKWHU�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�
,QGRQHVLDQ� 3UHVLGHQW� 6XNDUQR�� DQG� KHU� ,QGRQHVLDQ�'HPRFUDF\�3DUW\²6WUXJJOH� RU� WKH�Partai 
Demokrasi Indonesia–Perjuangan ZRQ� WKH�PDMRULW\�� DERXW� ���� RI� WKH� YRWHV��� The former 
ruling party, the Party of the Functional Groups or the Golkar�� ZRQ� ���� DQG� WRRN� VHFRQG�
place.��

Sukarno’s charisma did greatly contribute to support for Sukarnoputri, but she also 
cultivated her own label as a modest female politician in the Islamic Indonesia.�� On one 
KDQG��DIWHU����\HDUV�RI�FRUUXSW�UHLJQ�E\�6XKDUWR��,QGRQHVLDQ�SHRSOH�ZHUH�GHVSHUDWH�IRU�D�FOHDQ�
GHPRFUDF\�ZLWK�D�QHZ��FDSDEOH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��WKH\�ZHUH�VWLOO�LQHYLWDEO\�SDUWLDO�
to the politicians that they were familiar with. The public trust toward Sukarnoputri illustrated 
that Indonesian voters were expecting that she would inherit the national spirit of the Indonesian 
QDWLRQ� DQG� WKH� VHQVH� RI� QDWLRQDO� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� IURP�KHU� IDWKHU�� D� KHURLF�� KRQRXUDEOH� ÀJXUH��
8QOLNH�6XKDUWR��ZKR�UHJDUGHG�,QGRQHVLD�DV�D�SULYDWH�ZHDOWK²SURGXFLQJ�PDFKLQH��6XNDUQRSXWUL�
ZDV�SRUWUD\HG�DV�D�OHDGHU�WKDW�ZRXOG�WUXO\�ZRUN�IRU�WKH�ZHOO²EHLQJ�RI�KHU�FRXQWU\��/DWHU��VKH�
did respond to this expectation by advancing the reformasi� WR�UH²GHPRFUDWL]H�,QGRQHVLD�DQG�
correct the mistakes left by the New Order.�� Thus, the potential for democratization under 
a charismatic leadership actually has to rely on the personal will of a leader. If this leader is 
enlightened, democratization is possible.

Conclusion
,Q� D� SXUHO\� KLVWRULFDO� VWXG\�� LW� LV� PHDQLQJOHVV� WR� PDNH� DVVXPSWLRQV� OLNH� ´:KDW� LI�

,QGRQHVLDQ�SHRSOH�HVWDEOLVK�WKHLU�IHGHUDWLRQ�VXFFHVVIXOO\"µ�RU�´:KDW�LI�WKH�'XWFK�GLG�QRW�DUULYH�
DW�WKH�,QGRQHVLDQ�DUFKLSHODJR�LQ�WKH�PLG²��th century?” because admitting and concentrating 
RQ�WKH�VROH�IDFWV�RI�WKH�SDVW�LV�DQ�DFDGHPLF�QHFHVVLW\��7KRXJK�VRPH�KLVWRULFDO�HYHQWV�KDYH�ORQJ²
WHUP�LPSDFWV��RQFH�WKH\�HQG�WKH\�DUH�DOO�SK\VLFDOO\�ÀQLVKHG�DQG�EHFRPH�D�XQLTXH�SDUW�RI�KLVWRU\�

Nevertheless, studying political culture by adopting a historical approach is different. 
Even though it still focuses on the course of human history, political culture cannot be eliminated 
physically. Instead, it is a perpetual social phenomenon, which is constantly transforming 
DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�FKDQJHV�RI�KXPDQ�VRFLHW\��+HQFH��DVNLQJ�WKH�´ZKDW�LIµ�TXHVWLRQ�KDV�SUDFWLFDO�
VLJQLÀFDQFH� IRU� HQKDQFLQJ� VRFLHWDO� LPSURYHPHQWV��%DVHG�RQ� WKLV� WKHRUHWLFDO� IRXQGDWLRQ�� WKLV�
paper has assumed that Indonesian people have the possibility to develop their own federation 
from two aspects of their traditional political culture: ideas of ruling in the mandala and the role 
of charisma in Indonesian politics.

The mandala, primarily as an essential art pattern in Hinduism and Buddhism, has 
JHQHUDWHG�LWV�XQLTXH�SROLWLFDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�LQ�IDYRU�RI�EXLOGLQJ�D�IHGHUDO�V\VWHP��,W�FRQWULEXWHG�
WR�WKH�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�D�W\SLFDO�IHDWXUH�RI�,QGRQHVLDQ�SROLWLFV�²�ORFDO�SRZHUV�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�WKHLU�
YDULRXV�GLVWLQFWLRQV�KDYH�D�WHQGHQF\�WR�JDWKHU�DURXQG�RQH�VWURQJ�FHQWUDO�DXWKRULW\��RU�D�´PDQ�RI�
prowess.” In return for this obedience, the central authority acknowledges the local heterogeneity 
DQG�IXOÀOOV�VRPH�QHHGV�RI�WKH�SHRSOH�WR�HQVXUH�XQLW\�E\�UHFRJQL]LQJ�GLYHUVLW\��*HQHUDWLRQ�DIWHU�
generation, this feature has encouraged Indonesian people with dissimilar backgrounds to stay 
together or at least not break away from the majority of the society. The power of a political 
leader in his mandalic community not only refers to his personal ability and strength, but also 



209Volume 5, Number 1

 Mandala and Charisma 209 

includes his charisma. A charismatic politician is always accomplished at attracting more public 
support. Hence, in ethnically and geographically diverse Indonesia, a central government with a 
skillful, charismatic leader is more likely to make local people accept its policy.

Despite the fact that some papers with outstanding arguments have embraced the creation 
of an Indonesian federation, most of them prefer Indonesia to completely imitate the western 
federalist models due to the latter’s unshakable institutional and experiential superiorities. 
Scholars have seldom mentioned that a federation could be facilitated by the traditional 
political culture in Indonesia. Therefore, this paper tries to provide a meaningful analysis of 
WZR�RXWVWDQGLQJ�DVSHFWV�RI�WKLV�FXOWXUH�WR�H[DPLQH�KRZ�WKH\�FDQ�SOD\�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROHV�LQ�WKH�
establishment of an Indonesian federation. Yet, it is still impractical for this paper to cover all 
WKH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�HOHPHQWV�RI�WKLV�FXOWXUH��2QH�RI�WKHVH�XQPHQWLRQHG�SRLQWV�LV�WKH�'XWFK�LQÁXHQFH�
on the development of the traditional Indonesian political culture. Hence, this paper hopes to 
draw the attention of future scholars to traditional Indonesian political culture and its relation 
with federalism.
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