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LETTER FROM THE CO-EDITORS
On behalf of the Council for 
Security Cooperation in the Asia 
Pacific (CSCAP), we are pleased 
to present the CSCAP Regional 
Security Outlook 2015 (CRSO 
2015). Inaugurated in 2007, 
this is the eighth annual CRSO 
volume.

The CRSO brings expert analysis 
to bear on critical security issues 
facing the region and point to 
policy-relevant alternatives for 
Track One (official) and Track 
Two (non-official) to advance 
multilateral regional security 
cooperation.

The views in the CRSO 2015 
do not represent those of 
any Member committee or 
other institution and are the 
responsibility of the individual 
authors and the Editor. Charts 
and images in the CRSO 2015 do 
not necessarily reflect the views 
of the chapter authors.

Ron Huisken   

Olivia Cable
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Indonesia’s new President, Joko Widodo, (far right) steps out with other leaders at APEC, 
Beijing, November 2014. Credit: Konbini.

Indonesia’s strategic thinking: breaking out of its 
shell?
Evan A. Laksmana

Indonesia saw monumental 
changes in 2014 with the election 
of President Joko Widodo 
(popularly known as ‘Jokowi’). 
A furniture businessman turned 
small-town mayor before he 
became governor of Jakarta, 
Jokowi is the first directly elected 
president without any significant 
ties to the previous authoritarian 
establishment. 

Perhaps more importantly, he 
came into office proposing a new 
strategic doctrine, the ‘global 
maritime axis’. The axis element 
of doctrine entails an inward-
looking and outward-looking 
duality—domestically, it focuses 
on the development of maritime 
infrastructure, inter-connectivity, 
and resources, while zeroing in 
on maritime diplomacy and naval 
defense internationally. While 
many Indonesians believe that 
such maritime-centric doctrine has 
been a long time coming given the 
country’s archipelagic character, 
specialist observers recognize it 
as a departure from Indonesia’s 
traditional strategic focus on 
internal security and national 
development. Is Indonesia finally 
breaking out of its strategic shell? 

Enemies from within
Since its independence in 1945, 
Indonesia has faced an essentially 
unbroken series of internal 
security threats—ranging from 
terrorism, ethno-religious conflicts, 
to full-scale insurgencies. As 
such, an abiding concern for 

internal security and domestic 
stability within Indonesia’s 
community of strategic thinkers 
and policymakers was neither 
surprising nor misplaced.While 
a series of local rebellions and 
political crises in the late 1940s 
to the 1960s laid the foundation 
for such concerns, Suharto’s 
authoritarian New Order expanded 
and deepened Indonesia’s internal 
security woes by placing regime 
maintenance at the forefront of 
the military’s duties. Indeed, as 
epitomized by the armed forces’ 
‘dual function’ doctrine that defined 
the organization as a socio-political 
and security-defense force, the 
national security establishment 
was focused on maintaining 
‘national resilience’ before 
everything else. 

The New Order’s pre-occupation 
with internal stability did facilitate 
stepping away from Indonesia’s 
confrontational stance toward 
its immediate neighbours in 
the 1960s  and helped forge the 
ASEAN-led regional order over 
the ensuing three decades. At the 
same time Suharto’s authoritarian 
rule both suppressed and fostered 
wide ranging discontent across 
different domestic socio-political 
groups. Consequently, the abrupt 
democratic transition of May 1998 
burst an entrenched  security 
bubble and almost tore the country 
apart as separatist and religious-
ethnic conflicts spread in early 
2000s. The author’s  ongoing 
collaborative research provides 
quantitative confirmation of the 
strong preoccupation of Indonesia’s 
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“ Over the 64 years 
between 1945 and 2009, 

Indonesia experienced  215 
insurgency and terrorist 

attacks that accounted for  
the bulk (more than 60 

percent) of the operational 
deployments undertaken 
by the country’s armed 

forces.”
military establishment with 
internal threats. Over the 64 years 
between 1945 and 2009, Indonesia 
experienced  215 insurgency and 
terrorist attacks that accounted for  
the bulk (more than 60 percent) 
of the operational deployments 
undertaken by the country’s armed 
forces. Given this strategic history, 
it is not an exaggeration to argue 
that internal security and domestic 
stability has always been a staple 
feature of Indonesia’s national 
security thinking. 

How democracy changed 
strategic thinking
The abrupt transition away 
from authoritarian military rule, 
even though it almost tore the 
country apart, also saw a process 
of democratic consolidation that 
began to transform Indonesia’s 
strategic thinking in several 
ways. First, various democratic 
institutions have provided different 
socio-political dispute resolution 
and management mechanisms. 
Regional autonomy that devolved 
political and financial power to 
the regions, for instance, has been 
credited with helping to manage 
separatist concerns and social 

unrest. This removed many, though 
not all, of the internal security 
rationales that sustained the 
military’s role  during the Suharto 
era. 

Second, the police were separated 
from the armed forces in 1999 
and tasked with internal security 
functions. This separation, along 
with the scrapping  of the dual 
function doctrine that enabled 
the military’s political and 
economic roles, formally removed 
the internal security role that 
had dominated the organization 
for decades.  Consequently, the 
military has abolished almost all 
of its billets and offices originally 
designed for internal security and 
socio-political functions. By one 
account, the military issued 29 
organizational reform policies to 
this effect between 1998 and 2006.

Third, as the process of military 
reform was essentially designed 
to ‘de-politicize’ the organization 
while ‘re-militarizing’ its function 
as a tool for national defense, 
defense planners began to 
examine the changing regional 
environment more seriously. As 
various documents published by 
the Ministry of Defense since 2004 
show, Indonesia’s strategic thought 
is acknowledging the complexities 
surrounding the nexus of non-
traditional security threats, such 
as disaster relief, and traditional 
challenges, including maritime 
border disputes and the changing 
regional balance of power resulting 
primarily from  China’s rise. 

Fourth, growing confidence in  
political stability led, in turn, 
to more stable and amicable 
civil-military relations. For the 
past decade, the Yudhoyono 
administration has given the 
military more leeway to focus on 
its technological modernization 
programs and organizational 
infrastructure development. 
Put differently, as the military’s 

political autonomy diminished, its 
organizational and professional 
autonomy has grown.  For 
instance, the formulation and 
adoption of the Minimum 
Essential Force (MEF) blueprint 
in 2007, primarily  a  shopping 
list of armaments and equipment 
estimated to cost around 15 
billion dollars over 20 years, was 
done relatively free from civilian 
intervention and was fully backed 
by Yudhoyono and the parliament. 
Such plans would have been 
difficult to justify in the absence 
of a widespread appreciation 
that the armed forces were 
taking on a new role at a time of 
transformational change in the 
strategic environment.  

Finally, the democratization 
process allowed Indonesia to 
begin making the projection of 
democratic values  a component 
of its foreign policy strategy. This 
was done through pre-existing 
venues, primarily ASEAN, as 
well as newly created ones such 
as the Bali Democracy Forum.  
The Indonesian-proposed ASEAN 
Political Security Community 
project and the ASEAN Charter 
that focuses on creating a more 
politically inclusive regional order, 
for instance, are indicative of 
an outlook in Jakarta  no longer 
driven by purely internal security 
concerns. Taken as a whole, 
democracy has allowed Indonesia’s 
national security establishment to 
view the challenges of assessing 
and engaging its  changing 
regional environment through new 
lenses. 

Responding to the changing 
environment: A middle power 
moment?
As Indonesia’s strategic perspective 
transitioned from internal to 
external, the broader Indo-
Pacific region was undergoing a 
process of transition of its own. 
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“ The process of democratic 
consolidation in particular 

has fundamentally 
altered the way the 

country’s national security 
establishment examines 

its strategic environment, 
both domestically and 

regionally.”

For almost two decades now, 
multiple and conflicting currents 
of economic interdependence, 
political nationalism, and the 
revival of historical animosities 
and maritime disputes are 
challenging the US-forged post-
war regional order. All of these 
developments have been taking 
place under the shadow of an 
intensifying competition among 
the  great powers.  The first order 
of competition centers on China 
and the United States. But the 
second and third order rivalries 
involving Japan, Australia, India, 
South Korea, and Russia—and how 
these are tied to the first order—
are adding layers of  complexity 
to the region’s boiling cauldron of 
uncertainty. 

These developments certainly 
engage the minds of Indonesia’s 
defense planners and strategic 
thinkers—as the numerous 
documents published by the 
Ministry of Defense attest. 
Furthermore, as a ‘middle power’, 
Indonesia likes to believe it can 
play a pivotal role in managing 
the changing regional order. This 
involves very difficult judgments, 
however, and there is a sense 
of hedging and ambivalence 
in Jakarta’s overall strategic 
response.  This is why, in addition 
to the MEF-driven defense 
modernization, Jakarta has 
stepped up its focus on building 
bilateral strategic partnerships 
with key powers, including the 
United States, India, China, and 
Russia, even as it continues to give 
priority to  ensuring that ASEAN 
remains in the driver seat in 
regional architecture building. 

As Indonesia’s global profile 
has grown, some observers have 
urged Jakarta to  move ‘beyond 
ASEAN’ and engage its regional 
counterparts directly. Jakarta, 
however, clearly continues to 
regard ASEAN   as a valuable 
strategic platform through which 

Indonesia can exert regional 
leadership. ASEAN, therefore, will 
remain a cornerstone of Indonesia’s 
foreign policy. In addition,  the 
complexities stemming from the 
intersection of  traditional and 
non-traditional security challenges, 
as well as the revival of great 
power politics sparked by China’s 
rise,  has attracted Jakarta  to 
defense diplomacy as a new arena 
in which  regional and extra-
regional powers can strive to 
coordinate and collaborate better.  
ASEAN and ARF annually held an 
average of 15 formal and informal 
meetings between 2000 and 2009 
involving defense and security 
officials at various levels to discuss 
a wide range of security issues. 
The advent of the ASEAN Defense 
Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM) in 
2006 and the ADMM+8 in 2010 
involving the 10 ASEAN states 
along with Australia, China, India, 
Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, 
Russia, and the United States is 
further testimony to  this growing 
trend.

Bilaterally, Indonesia conducted 
88 defence-diplomatic activities 
between 2003 and 2008 alone—
designed mainly for confidence 
building measures, defense 
capability enhancement and 

defense industrial development. 
In total, between 1999 and 2014, 
Jakarta signed 86 bilateral defense 
and security agreements and 
partnerships with 31 countries. All 
of this confirms  that Indonesia’s 
strategic thinking has moved 
away from mainly internal 
security concerns to a wider, 
deeper concern with  the changing 
regional environment. Although 
Jakarta’s focus has shifted, it is 
still developing the abilities and  
skills needed to cope with the 
fluid complexities of the regional 
security environment. As with 
many states, policy responses have 
at times been less than coherent.

Implications and steps ahead
The preceding analysis suggests 
that Indonesia’s strategic thinking 
is slowly, but surely, breaking 
out of its internal security 
shell. The process of democratic 
consolidation in particular has 
fundamentally altered the way 
the country’s national security 
establishment examines its 
strategic environment, both 
domestically and regionally.  While 
the problem of trans-national 
terrorism, disaster relief and 
management, and small pockets of 
separatist conflicts in Papua, will 
continue to occupy security officials 
in the short run, it is hard to deny 
the increasing focus of defense 
planners and policymakers on 
Indonesia’s external environment.  
Jokowi’s global maritime axis 
doctrine therefore should be seen 
as the next step in the evolution of 
Indonesia’s strategic thinking that 
began with Suharto’s downfall in 
1998. 

As the focus shifts to the country’s 
changing regional environment, 
the global maritime axis doctrine 
is perhaps Indonesia’s most clearly 
articulated grand strategy, a 
strategy with robust geopolitical 
and geostrategic underpinnings. 
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Whether the administration can 
accomplish the  key goals that 
stem from  this doctrine—such as 
being a more proactive mediator in 
the South China Sea—remains to 
be seen.  That being said, Jokowi 
and his team will continue to build 
on the Yudhoyono administration’s 
military and diplomatic legacies. 
ASEAN and regional institutions 
will remain a central component 
in Indonesia’s aspiration  to build 
a more inclusive and balanced 
regional architecture. At the same 
time however, the military’s MEF-
driven capability development  will 
continue alongside the deepening 
and widening of Indonesia’s 
bilateral strategic partnerships. 

Meanwhile, defense diplomacy is 
still a relatively new institution—
especially since ASEAN long 
remained reluctant to give 
the grouping an overt security 
dimension. Defence diplomacy 
will have to be institutionalized 
before it can be expected to have 
any significant strategic impact, 
and this will take time.  There will 
also be some adjustment time and 

‘growing pains’ as military officers 
and security officials come to terms 
with the complexities of regional 
diplomacy. 

Regardless, we should expect the 
new administration to continue 
working on both ‘internal 
balancing’ mechanisms (primarily 
defense modernization based on 
improved strategic assessments) 
and ‘external balancing’ ones 
(primarily regional institution 
building and defense diplomacy) as 
a way to respond to the changing 
regional environment. In this 
sense, the test for Indonesia’s 
‘middle power’ moment is tied to 
its ability to balance these different 
mechanisms in a coherent and 
productive manner. 

Evan A. Laksmana,  
PhD candidate, Maxwell School 
of Citizenship and Public Affairs, 
Syracuse University. 

US President Barack Obama confers with National Security Adviser Susan Rice (red top), 
9th East Asia Summit, Naypyitaw, Myanmar, 13 November 2014.  Photo credit: Olivia Cable.
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