
2 HEADLINES TheJakartaPost 

Foreign policy implications of Jakarta's election 
T he Jakarta gubernatorial 

election is now merciful
ly over, although Basuki 

"Ahok" Tjahaja Purnama remains 
behind bars under trumped-up 
charges. But politically driven 
sectarian mobilization and at
tacks against minorities will have 
long-lasting consequences. 

Aside from the social and po
litical implications others have 
noted, the Jakarta election also 
affects Indonesia's foreign policy. 

First, the sectarian mobiliza
tion and the criminalization of 
politics before, during and after 
the campaign could undermine 
Indonesia's regional and global 
standing. They certainly bring 
into question Indonesia's cre
dentials of combining democratic 
stability with a moderate and tol
erant brand of Islam. 

This model of a "democratic , 
moderate Islam " has been among 
Indonesia's sources of soft pow
er, which Joseph Nye defines as 
a countly's ability to obtain in
ternational political outcomes 
because other countries want to 
follow it , admire its values and 
emulate its example. Certainly, 

Jakarta 's success with the ASEAN 
Political Security Community 
project, for example, or the Bali 
Democracy Forum, rested on 
th ese soft power assumptions 
built around the model. 

Indeed, studies examining In
donesia's rising regional and glob
al profile und er the Susilo Barn
bang Yudhoyono administration 
(2004 to 2014) underlined the im
portance of continuing the coun
try's democratic consolidation 
process while containing sectar
ian and centrifugal forces that al
most tore it apart following the 
end of authoritarian rule. 

That those same destruc
tive forces are now manipulated 
in such a high-profile and crass 
manner in perhaps one of the 
most consequential local elec
tions will leave a scorching im
pression among our regional 
neighbors and global friends. 

Some might argue that their 
concerns are inappropriate as th e 
election is part oflndonesia's "in
ternal affairs ." Given Indonesia's 
economic promise and geopoliti
cal significance, others might say, 
"Who cares what the world thinks 
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of a single local election?" 
But one should not forget that 

Indonesia 's standing as a respon
sible regional leader has been one 
of the prerequisites for broader 
economic and financial engage
ments, including foreign inves t
ments. In other words, the Jakar
ta election's reputational cost for 
the countiy's foreign policy is not 
merely abstract as it could shape 
our prosperity as well. 

The Jakarta election, there
fore, might have a repellent or 
"an ti-soft power' ' effect of por
traying Indonesia as the model 
the rest of the wor ld should not 
follow when seeking to balance 
and align a democratic political 

system with religious tolerance. 
At the very least , we might expect 
the next Bali Democracy Forum, 
or World Culture Forum, to be as 
hollow as Olll" next speech claim
ing Indonesia's "middle-path " Is
lam shou ld be a global beacon . 

Second , beyond the soft pow
er effect, sectarian mobilization, 
mob politics and thuggery , as well 
the political manipulation of reli
gious extremists, have also led to 
serious questions in the region 
about the democratic durability 
of th e Indonesian state. 

Some are worried that Indone
sia could either become a failed 
state, an lslan1ic one, or both. In 
the words of one senior former re
gional official, Indonesia might be 
"lurching into the sort of extreme 
religious nationalism that we're 
seeing elsewhere in the world. " 

While fears ofindonesia becom
ing an Islamic state are not yet war 
ranted, perception is often more 
powerful in international politics 
than nuanced domestic realities. 
The Jakarta election, in that sense, 
was sufficiently worrisome that it 
generated uncertainty over Indo
nesia 's strategic traject01y. 

Given the strategic vacuum un 
folding in the Ind o-Pacific, with 
the United States seeming ly self
abdicating its role while China is 
seemingly unsure of its great pow
er responsibilities , the primacy of 
domestic politics does not serve 
Indonesia 's strategic position well. 
After all, as a regional leader, In
donesia cannot afford to inject an
other dose of strategic uncertainty. 

Final ly, beyond regional uncer
tainty, the Jakarta election also 
has implications for Indonesia 's 
strategic bilateral relationships 
with possibly wide-ranging effects. 
The revived anti-Chinese -Indon e
sian rhetoric, for example, raised 
questions in China about tl1e via
bility and political risk of expand
ing trade, businesses and invest
ment opportunities in Indon esia. 

This concern complicates ilie 
already intricate balancing act in 
which Joko "Jokowi" Widodo 's ad
ministration has been engaging 
- between ensuring support for 
infrastructure projects and being 
painted as or associated witl1 "com
munism " and "foreign interests. " 

Furthermore , the rise of reli
gious extremists as "veto players " 
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in national politics have also led to 
concerns in Washington, Canber
ra, Singapore and elsewhern about 
Jakarta's capacity and political will 
to tackle the growing threat of the 
Islamic State (IS) movement. Af
ter all, some counterterrori.s;m 
measures could be portrayed by 
extremist groups as "anti-Islam;' 
which puts Jokowi in a more dif
ficult position domestically at a 
time when Indonesia needs un
wavering support from and strong 
cooperation wiili our regional 
partners and friends. 

Taken as a whole, the Jakar
ta election has done more harm 
than good for Indonesia's foreign 
policy. While Jokowi may con
tinue his devil-may-care-attitude 
over foreign policy, at some point, 
he needs to realize th at foreign 
policy has a way of disrupting do
mestic politics , too. 
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