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INDONESIA’S
BALKANIZATION

Indonesia, the world’s fourth most
populous country, is under internal pres-
sure to balkanize. Following the success-
ful independence referendum in East
Timor on Aug. 30, two more Indonesian
territories increased efforts to seek inde-
pendence.

The Associated Press recently (Dec.3)
reported a major conflict in Irian Jaya, an
Indonesian province located on the west-
ern half of the island of New Guinea.
Indonesian military and police apparently
opened fire on indigenous people who
were armed only
with bows and ar-
rows. Eight of the in-
dependence seekers
were killed.

At the same
time, people in
Aceh, the
westernmost region
of the Indonesian is-
land of Sumatra, are
rebelling against
long-standing accu-
sations of military
oppression. Recent
battles reportedly
left more than 50
dead and 150
wounded.

Recent political break-ups of coun-
tries include the Soviet Union and Yugo-
slavia. In 1990, the former Soviet Union
became 15 independent republics when
citizens sought their freedom from com-
munism. The Balkan Peninsula’s Yugo-
slavia broke into four independent coun-
tries between 1994 and 1999, reinforcing
the widespread use of the historical term
balkanization to describe the process.

Now it appears that Indonesia may
be next. Many of the same problems im-
plicated in the Soviet and Yugoslav break-

ups now plague Indonesia-large geo-
graphic size and communication difficul-
ties, multiethnic composition with long-
standing ethnic conflicts, and a corrupt
government and military.

Indonesia, a country with 209 million
people, is composed of 1,700 islands, span-
ning an east-west distance of 3,500 miles
(5,632 km.) and covering 741,052 square
miles (1.9 million sq. km.). The popula-
tion is composed of a polyglot of 365
ethnic groups, but most are Muslim (87
percent). The official language is Bahasa
Indonesia, but there are 583 dialects. Many
Indonesians, therefore, cannot converse
with one another.

The dominant culture of Indonesia is
Javanese (45 percent). The majority of the
Javanese culture is concentrated on the
island of Java, where the center of govern-
ment is located in its capital city Jakarta.
Javanese, however, have migrated to
Indonesia’s far-flung islands, often domi-
nating local, less sophisticated cultures.
The military, controlled from Jakarta, has
often supported the new Javanese immi-
grants, resulting in bitter resentment by
locals.

 Indonesia’s corrupt and heavy-
handed politics was exemplified over the

past 55 years by past presidents Sukarno
(1945-1967) and Suharto (1967-1996). Both
past presidents and their cronies were
able to rule the country with iron hands-
much as Sobodan Milosevic did in Yugo-
slavia. However, they left lasting political
wounds. Even as Suharto was forced out
in 1998 and current President Habibie
assumed control, ethnic and political ten-
sions boiled over in Irian Jaya and Aceh.

Irian Jaya’s people, the native
Papuans, are among the world’s most
primitive. They are Melanesians who

speak their own language with numer-
ous dialects and who are mostly animists.

When the Dutch divested themselves
of their empire in 1962, Netherlands New
Guinea was soon transferred to Indone-
sia as West Irian, later becoming Irian
Jaya.  United Nations negotiator Ellsworth
Bunker promised the Papuans a plebi-
scite to determine their own destiny. But
the Indonesians orchestrated a political
system involving only village elders, then
reputedly coerced them into voting to
remain with Indonesia. Recent rebellions
against the Indonesian military, local
Javanese-controlled militia and local po-
lice are a direct result.

Located on the opposite end of
Indonesia’s immense territory, Aceh is
culturally very different from Irian Jaya.
Since 1949, Aceh has had a low-level in-
surgency to gain independence from In-
donesia. Its population of four million is
predominantly Muslim, but stifles under
Javanese control. Because of the long-
lasting insurgency, the military has been
particularly abusive toward the rebels
and their families.

Many rebels fled Aceh under mili-
tary threat between 1990 and 1998. Some
were trained as guerrillas in Libya and

have now returned
to wage war. The
military govern-
ment in Jakarta re-
fuses to address its
failure to prosecute
past military
abuses, to change
or reduce an omni-
present and cor-
rupt military and
to stop diverting
locally generated
revenues to
Jakarta. Broad re-
sentment of the In-
donesian govern-
ment and increas-
ing support for the

rebels is on the rise among the general
population in Aceh.

The balkanization processes are ac-
tive in Indonesia. East Timor may have
been but the tip of the iceberg and Irian
Jaya and Aceh may not be far behind.
Other Indonesian territories are watch-
ing with interest.
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(The author is a Professor of Geography
at Appalachian State University, Boone, NC.)
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“B REAKING UP IS HARD TO DO”


