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This article addresses the strategic gap between Indonesia's in
creasingly complex domestic, regional, and global security environ
ment, and the country's inability to fully reform its national military
generally known as the Indonesian Defense Forces or TNI (Tentara 

Nasional Indonesia). Furthermore, while not neglecting the vast literature 
on Indonesia's military reform, as well as key reform policies, this ar
ticle looks at two fundamental problems-the military's education and 
training system, and the strength of the civilian defense community
that must be addressed if we wish to create a strategic and professional 
military, one that could tackle the country's increasingly complex secu
rity environment without usurping basic democratic principles in the 
long-run. This article also suggests that the President himself, instead 
of the Defense Minister, should be directly and personally involved in 
pushing any reform policies within those two areas. Finally, this ar
ticle tries to move away from the current Security Sector Reform (SSR) 
parlance and discourse that has thus focused on the military's politics, 
business, and accountability-and their accompanying regulations . 
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TNI'S REFORM AND ITS CHALLENGES 

Exploring long-term policy options for the Indonesian military 
is crucial, not just to provide alternative policies to further moder
nize and professionalize the TNI, but such venture w ould also allow 
us to address the gaps within the overall literature on the Indonesian 
military-which always centered on the military'S domestic role-and 
p rovide a basis for a more informed and fruitful public discussion. I In 
this regard, the military reform policies p roposed and implemented 
following the fall of Suharto had also unfortunately followed this pat
tern of a bordering obsession on the military'S domestic political role. 
One should not be surprised therefore that despite significant progress 
in internal reforms, several contentious issues remains unsettled, in
cluding territorial command structure reform, doctrinal development, 
defense posture, military tribunal laws, and past abuses of military 
force.' A brief scan over these unresolved issues shows that most of 
them relates to the TNI's basic function and nature as a military orga
nization-not so much as a political institution, which has been dealt 
with successfully for the past decade. 

Meanwhile, the complex challenge of building a professional mil
itary to tackle the juxtaposition between the traditional challenge of 
fighting a conventional war and the array of non-traditional security 
issues, such as terrorism, disaster relief, and illegal fishing, remains.3 

With the police taking the lead in most, if not all, aspects of internal 
security and domestic stability since 1999, then the urgent task seems 
to be to re-orient the TNI to face its conventional challenges. In to
day's context, such task could be seen to be more than just preparing 

I For a brief discussion of such gaps, see for example, Evan A. Laksmana, Spoilers, Partners, and 
Pawns: Military Organizational Behaviour and Civil-Military Relatio1!s in Indonesia, RSIS Working 
Article No. 161 (Singapore: S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, 2008) 

2 For an overview of progress and retreat in key military reform issues, see for example, Marcus 
Mietzner, The Politics of Military Reform in Post~Suharto Indonesia, Policy Studies No. 23 (Wash· 
ington, DC: East·West Center, 2006); Leonard C. Sebastian, Realpolitik Ideology: Indonesia's Use of 
Military Force (Singapore: Instihtte of Southeast Asian Studies, 2006), 320-35; Alexandra Retno 
Wulan, ed . Satu. Dekade Reformasi Militer Indonesia. (Jakarta: PACIVIS, 2008). 

3 For an overview of non-traditional security challenges in Indonesia and Southeast Asia as well 
as its relations to Indonesia's defense strategy, see for example, Alan DuPont, "Indonesia!) De· 
fence Strategy and Security: Time for a Rethink?/' Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 18lssue 3 
(December 1996): 275-297; Andrew T.H. Tan and J.D. Kenneth Boutin, eds. Non·Traditional Sew· 
rity issues in Southeast Asia (Singapore: Select Publishing for Institute of Defence arid Strategic 
Studies, 2001). 
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f r a conventional external aggression, but more importantly, to safe
guard our maritime waters from both illegal poaching and incursions 
by foreign militaries. In addition, we are also expected to playa more 
proactive role in international peacekeeping-where we have actual
ly excelled thus far-and increase our capacity to tackle national and 
regional disaster relief efforts. And, at a time when regional tension 
is close to fever p itch, increasing the military's operational readiness, 
while ensuring that any internal security function would not reignite 
old fears about TNI's old habit of political dominance, remains one of 
Indonesia's most difficult strategic challenges today, and for the fore
seeable future. 

Thus, Indonesia needs a strategic and professional military, who 
would not only be in good terms with the political leadership and soci
ety at large, but would also be effective in tackling day-to-day security 
challenges effectively and efficiently while continuing to maintain a 
state of readiness to face: a conventional war, peacekeeping missions, 
and disaster relief efforts simultaneously-what this article calls a 
"three war" doctrinal orientation. Thus far, pundits and scholars had 
proposed several policy recommendations to this effect, including: 
(1) legal regulations about the TNI's role, mission, business activi
ties, and tribunal laws, (2) a review of defense posture, doctrine, and 
strategy along with force support and deployment, (3) a reinstatement 
of defense management accountability and budgetary efficiency and 
transparency-all of which are supposedly underpinned by civilian 
supremacy and parliamentary oversight.' These efforts however are 
merely short and medium term solutions. To address the complexities 
of what we are faCing today would require us to move beyond these 
institutional policies, and instead address the military'S basic mindset 
and culture while exploring long-term options to ensure a hannoni0L1S 
civil-mili tary relations. 

4 For an overview of these policy recommendations, see Andi Widjajanto, eds. Reformasi Sek
tor Keanranrm di Indonesia (Jakarta: The Pro-Patria Institute, 2004); Rusdi Marpaung, et. ai, eds. 
Dinamikn Rejormflsi Sektor Kemnanan (Jakarta: lmparsial, 2005); T. Had Prihatono, eds. Pel1f1-
iaan Kerangka Regu/asi Keamanan Nasional (Jakarta: The Pro-Patria Institu te, 2006), Kusnanto 
Anggoro and Anak Agung Banyu Perwita, eds. Rekam jejak Proses SSR di Indonesia 2000-2005 
(Jakarta: The Pro-Patria Instihlte, 2006), T. Hari Prihatono, ed. Keamanan Nasional: Kebutuhan 
Membangung Perspektif Integratif versus Pembiaran Politik dan Kebijakal1 Oakarta: The Pro-Patria 
Insti tute, 2006). 
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Therefore, this article makes the following two basic policy r om
mendations to complement previous and existing policies. First, th 
President should support and playa decisive role in reformi ng an I 
re-integrating the military education and training system as w II as 
revamping operational missions. Second, the President sh uld sup
port the creation and strengthening of a civilian defense commun ity 
to assist defense policymaking and facilitate communication b tw n 
the military leadership, the administra tion, and general public at larg . 
The following sections will elaborate each of these recommenda tions, 
highlight the basic problems, and propose several policy options t 

address them. 

BACK TO BASICS: OVERHAULING MILITARY EDUCATION 
AND TRAINING 

It should be noted here that the overhaul and re-integration of 
the military education and training system is a crucial prerequisite to 
prepare the military to operate successfully in a variety of security en
vironments. Considering TNI's previous curricul a and teaching me
thods whereby officers were prepared to playa socio-political role oth
er than its defense and internal security role und er the 'dual-ftillction' 
(dwi jungsi) doctrine, efforts to 're-militarize' the military to its ideal 
defense function is sorely needed.s Two key fac tors are especially rel
evant here: (1) the military education and training system itself, and (2) 
the subsequent use of that training, that is, the military's operational 
missions. Addressing these areas would not only enable officers to ob
tain the critical thinking and strategic perspectives needed to eventu
ally reformulate new defense doctrines, posture, and strategy, but such 
efforts could provide a window of opporttillity to instill professional 
norms within the officer corps. 

In terms of military education, one of the main problems is the 
content of the curriculum. Research have shown that the curriculum in 
the military academy have no t significantly changed since the 1960s, 
where 53% covers socio-political subjects, 22% military subjects, and 

5 For a strategic need to "re-militarize" the TNI, see Evan A. Laksmana, "C1auzewitz, Strategic 
Theory, and the Indonesian Miltary," The Indonesian Quarterly 36, no. 1 (2008): 86-106. 
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15% physical exercise6 In addition, throughout the New Order, indoc
trination in patriotism and the importance of reginle maintenance has 
been integrated into the military training structure.' Moreover, it ap
pears that there has been an overall decline in the quality of the officer 
corps, especially when we consider the fact that younger officers were 
only average students in their respective senior high-schools (with an 
average grade of 6.5), compared with the high quality students in the 
early 1970s and 1980s (whose average grade was 8.0)8 Furthermore, 
while the quality seems to decline, the number of inta ke continues to 
rise-which not only further burdens the budget, but it might also 
foster stronger internal rivalries and entrench a conservative and less
open minded world view' 

Although there is some progress, especially in the realm of hu
man rights training and courses-which the TNI administers with the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)1°-the fundamental 
issue is the fact that the Military Academy (Akmil) docs provide an aca
demic degree. Recently, the TN! began expanding its intake of univer
sity graduates and "greening" them through an abbreviated curricu
lum at the Akmil, but the percentage of these men are relatively small. ll 

Finally, the entire military education and training system remains a 
"closed" system in the sense that civilian experts asked to teach rel
evant courses are very few-making the graduates ensconced in their 
own little world and are less exposed to their natural surroundings; 
contrary to the ideal of a "people's army" . 

With these problems in mind, several policy options are pro
posed here. First, increase and further refine core military subjects, 
such as geopolitics and modern warfare, while further improving ex-

6 See Suka rdi Rinakit, The Indonesian Military after the New Order (Singapore: ISEAS and NiAS, 
2005),123 

, See Robert Lowry, The Armed Forces of Indonesia (St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1996), 
121 

g Markas Komando ABRI, RekapituIl!si Prajurit ABRI (Magelang: Markas Komandu ABRI, 1996). 
See also Sukardi Rinakit, "Decentralization and the Mili tary," in Regionalism in Post~Sllharto In
donesia, eds. Maribeth Erb, Priyambudi Sulistiyanlo, and Carole Faucher, 85 (London and New 
York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005). 

9 For a discussion of cadet intake and its implications, see Evan A. Laksmana, "Reform recruit
ment policy to aid RI's military budget," The jakarta Post, 9 December 2008. 

10 For more detail, see John B. H aseman and Eduardo Lahica, The U.S.-Indonesia Security Relation
ship: The Next Steps (Washington, DC: United States-Indonesia Society, 2009), 17-18. 

11 Ibid., 42. 
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isting key non-military subjects, such as history, humanitarian law, 
and international relations. This would not only lay a stronger intel
lectual foundation for officers by exposing them to critical thinking, 
but it could also pave the way to civilianize the teaching staff as those 
courses could be taught by mmlerous qualified civilian instructors
who are more readily available compared than those who could teach 
core military subjects. 

Second, existing recruitment policies needs to be revamped and 
tightened. Not only would increasing admission standards increase the 
quality of future military leaders, but this could also unblock the current 
promotional logjam due to the shrinking military posts after the end of 
the New Order.'2 Finally, provide more scholarships and send more of
ficers abroad for further education. This would not only provide them 
a broader strategic perspective, but this experience would expose them 
to military counterparts from all over the world-which is crucial to 
build strong bonds and ties as well as possibly preparing them to play 
a significant role in joint international missions in the future. 

These overall policies however would be difficult to implement 
without the direct personal involvement of the President. For one 
thing, based on our constitution, the President remains the Com
mander-in-Chief that could give direct orders to the TNI Commander. 
Such orders, especially if done publicly, would certainly be followed 
through-lest the TNI wants to suffer the wrath from the Parliament 
and public. For another, leaving the matter to the Defense Minister, 
which has generally been rather accommodating to military pressure, 
might be counter-productive as institutional resistance from within the 
TN! could prove to an over-whelming force-not to mention the fact 
that the DoD is staffed with military officers. 

OPERATIONAL MISSIONS: THE QUEST FOR EQUILIBRIUM 

Following the fall of Suharto, the then-ABRI decided to abolish 
the dual-function doctrine and its affiliated functions. Today, the DoD 
(Department of Defense) defines the military'S operational mission 

12 For an excellent an alysis of promotional logjams in this period, see Douglas Kammen and Sid
dharth Chandra, A Tour of Duty: Challgillg Patterns of Military Politics in Indonesia in the 1990s 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 1999). 
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as consisting of: Military Operations for War and Military Operations 
Other Than War13 This last mission suggests that some of its domes
tic operations, such as "territorial nurturing", remain, although now 
under the pretext of preparing "local resilience". Given the low mili
tary budget and domestic economic problems, such efforts to assist the 
people is commendable, not to mention the possible ramifications of 
continued 'idle capacity' problems. However, given the history where 
such' civic missions' were misused by former President Suharto for his 
own political purposes, a continued persistence on domestic opera
tions might raise concern about possible excesses in the future. '·' 

On the other hand, the strategic challenges facing Indonesia today 
is larger than ever before. Not only do regional tensions in Southeast 
Asia remain a simmering problem that occasionally burst into fever 
high pitch-making preparation for an eventual use of force an im
perative-but the intertwining web of non-traditional security chal
lenges, especially disaster relief and management, and the need to fur
ther contribute to international peacekeeping operations, has forced 
the TNI to find ways to confront this three-front challenge. Thus, the 
quest for equilibrium-between maintaining and improving opera
tional readiness across the full spectrum of challenges and ensuring 
that any domestic missions will not lead to excesses-should remain 
the next fundamental step of any revamped military education and 
training system discussed previously. 

With these issues in mind, several policy options are recom
mended here. First, Indonesia's international peacekeeping operations 
should be expanded and prioritized. Not only is the TNI's track record 
excellent in this regard, but such operations has the potential to replace 
domestic operations as a key consideration in career promotions while 
boosting Indonesia's international image.15 In addition, this external 
focus would increase further professionalism due to the high demand 

13 For an overview of TNI's operational missions, see Department of Defence, Defending the Coun
try Entering the 21" Century (Jakarta: Department of Defense, 2004). 

11 For a discussion on Indonesia's internal security operations and missions, see Lowry, The Armed 
Forces, 147-180; Leonard C. Sebastian, Realpolitik Ideology, 67-176. 

15 On Indonesia's peacekeeping operations, see fo r example Rizal Sukma, "Indonesia and Regio
nal Security: The Quest fo r Cooperative Security," in Asia-Pacific Security Cooperation: National 
Interests and Regional Order, eds. See Seng Tan and Amitav Acharya (New York and London: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2004), 81-83. 
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upon the officers' intellectual and technical skills to be able to ope
rate in international joint operations while moving them away from 
domestic politics-but at the same time maintaining TNI's respected 
edge of U cultural awareness". This was the success story of the recent 
con tingent working in Lebanon.16 

Second, more emphasis should be made on Joint Tri-Service Op
erations. This could be done domestically by increasing National Joint 
Exercises or internationally by increasing participation in regional! 
international training exercises. This option however might not be 
readily available due to budgetary constraints as well as the under
developed joint military operations doctrine along with the history of 
inter-service rivalry'? Although efforts to improve this predicament by 
establishing the Joint Forces Staff College as part of the newly-esta
blished Indonesian Defense University might improve 'jointness', but 
the budgetary constrains, uneven treatment and prestige, as well as 
differing overall operational readiness, m eans that such unity might 
not be seen in the near future. Third, legal operational mechanisms 
should be further outlined in the event that military forces need to be 
deployed domestically_ It should regulate when, how, under whose au
thority, and for how long could military forces be deployed in domes
tic emergency situations (such as natural disasters or insurgencies) to 
assist the police. Such stipulations could prevent future excesses where 
the military becomes entrenched in local political and economic issues. 
This issue was recently debated again following the 17 July 2009 bomb
ings in Jakarta. 

That said however, a modification of the military's basic doctrine 
of Total People's Defense (sishanta) might also be needed to comple
ment any educational and training efforts" One could argue that an 
archaic formula assuming the TNI to be underdeveloped to face an 
external attack, and therefore needs to 'prepare' the people for guerilla 
warfare, could hamper the dynamic and critical thinking necessary to 

16 For a discussion of the Lebanon contingent, see Haseman and Lahica, The Next Step, 87~90. 
17 Issues surrounding the historical inter~servjce rivalry could be seen in Harold Crouch, The 

Army and Politics in Indonesia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988); Ulf Sundhaussen, 
''The Fashioning of Unity in the Indonesian Army," Tlte Asia Quarterly 2 (1971): 181~212; David 
Jenkins, Suharto and His Generals: Indonesian Military Politics 1975 - 1983 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
Modern Indonesia Program, 1984). 

18 For a discussion of TNI's doctrine, see Sebastian, Realpolitik Ideology, 273~313. 
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tackle mol' complicated security challenges, especially in the realm of 
non-traditional security. 

In the case of these missions, as it involves budgeting aspec ts
an increase in peacekeeping operations for example, would need extra 
cost- the Indonesian parliament cannot but be involved in the process. 
However, given the fac t that many who sits in the DPR's Commission 
I overseeing defense and foreign affairs are by nature politicians, they 
might not find it politically-expedient to go against the TNI's institu
tional interest. The push from the President therefore remains a crucial 
part in implementing these policies. Not just in terms of pushing the 
military forward, but also because the President's conh'ol over the ma
jority of seats in the parliament might make it easier to pass through 
any controversial initiatives. 

CIVILIAN DEFENSE COMMUNITY: THE 'FORGOTTEN' PILLAR 
OF NATIONAL DEFENSE 

Now that we have addressed the fundamental long-term pro
blems from the military side, we must move on to the civilian side of 
the equation. In this respect, efforts to address the intellectual challenge 
of reforming the military education system and altering its operational 
mission could not be sustained in the long-run without addressing the 
role of the p olitical leadership, or more p recisely, the legally constitu
ted civilian authority. However, considering Indonesia's history of tur
bulent civilian-military rela tionship , this challenge is perhaps the least 
clear cut. Therefore, a new initiative is n eeded beyond efforts to find a 
middle ground between the two parties based on legal stipulations. 

A new balance should be made therefore, which not only con
sists of the political and military leaderships, but also civil society ele
ments. This triangular balance would then create what scholars call a 
"concordance civilian-military relationships" where the government, 
officer corps, and civil society have a cooperative relationship stress
ing dialogue, accommodation, and shared values.l9 Thus, the creation 
and streng thening of a civilian defense community- which at the very 

H For a theoretical statement of concordance civil·military relations, see Rebecca Schiff, "Civil· 
Military Relations Reconsidered: A Theory of Concordance," Armed Forces & Society22, no. 1 
(1995). 7-24. 
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least consist of the media, NGOs, specialist think-tanks, and defense 
academics- is a crucial policy challenge as this community would not 
only inject more critical thinking into the defense policy formulation 
process, but they could also provide political legitimacy in conjunction 
with Indonesia's democratic setting. 

The fundamental problem here unfortunately is that there are only 
a handful of civilians, academics or activists, who are qualified and 
trained in advanced s trategic and military studies or defense planning. 
This is even m ore the case with the bulk of Indonesia's NGOs who has 
thus far been the tipping p oint in democratic or human rights move
ment. Ironically however, theoretically at least, the inclusion of various 
national and regional civil society organizations is a key prerequisite 
to strengthen the civilian defense community20 Moreover, retired mili
tary officers with the sufficient intellectual capacity to jumpstart the 
formation of such a civilian defense community is scarce, especially 
when most of them are more involved in business and politics. 

With these in mind, several policy options are proposed here. First, 
Indonesian civilian academics should be given scholarships to study 
at defense academies in the United States, Europe, and Australia, in 
order to create a new generation of civilians with expertise in defense 
studies. Such civilian defense commtmity could provide an alternative, 
outside-of-the-box thinking and consequently, would serve to fur ther 
improved public debate and inform the policymaking community on 
defense and security issues. More importantly, they could also act as a 
checks-and-balances mechanism among key actors in the defense sec
tor while facilitating communication between them." 

Second, the government should also re-educate the p ublic regard
ing defense affairs so that NGOs, and to some extent, the public at 
large, could move away from their indiscriminate anti-military syn-

2{l For the concept o f a 'civilian defense community', see Jorge L Dominguez and Michael Shift
e r, Constructing Democra tic Governance in Latin America, 2nd Edition (Baltimore, MO: The Johns 
Hopkins UniverSity Press, 2003), 73. On the original idea of 'security community', see Karl W. 
Deutsch, e t a1. Political Community and the North Atlantic Area: International Organization in tile 
Light afHistorical Experience (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957). 

21 See Andrew Cottey, Timothy Edmunds, and Anthony Forster, "The Second Generation Pro
blematic: Rethinking Democracy and Civil-Military Relations," Armed Forces & Society. 29, no. J 

(Fa112002).47. 
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drome." This could be done through various public eyents, ranging 
from seminars to training to trips to military facilities. This long-term 
policy initiative might see more civilians, and even perhaps the "cream 
of the nation" (those among the best) to be interested in defense affairs, 
or even enlisting themselves. More importantly" archaic practices of 
media supervision and surveillance of critical NGOs should be aban
doned. This would effectively opened up the political space needed 
for any kind of civilian defense community to expand and flourish as 
it serves its key function to inform the public on defense and security 
issues. The current discussion to pass a State Secrecy Bill that would 
classify almost all aspects of military life as state secrets would cer
tainly kill off our nascent civilian defense community.23 

Once again, the role of the President is irreplaceable here. Not 
only would the President have the absolute authority over the TNI 
and could further control the parliament-at least enough to pass new 
funding for educational policies- but the President would also be in a 
unique position to oversee the entire government agencies and minis
tries that could and should be involved in such expansion of the civilian 
defense community. This could include the Departments of Education, 
Home Affairs, Defense, Foreign Affairs, and Finance. Put it differently, 
not only is the President required to have " the big picture" mindset, 
but he is also in a place to draw that picture. Based on our political sys
tem the President holds the authority to appoint ministers and direct 
policies-making these people accotmtable to him alone and not to the 
Parliament. 

CONCLUSION 

Despite commendable efforts to bring the military out of politics 
and business activities, without a long term strategy to revamp mili
tary education and strengthen a civilian defense community, the histo
ry of military interventions and conflicting civil-military relations will 
always repeat itself in the future. As one scholar has argued, "Gene
rals who speak English, communicate regularly with international col-

22 See Evan A Lak~mana, "Going Beyond Cash, Guns, and Ballots," The Straits Times, 9 May 
2008. 

23 See Evan A Laksmana, "Will the State Secrecy Bill suffocate the TNI?" The Jakarta Post, 27 Au~ 
gust 2009. 
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leagues, read up-to-date contributions on defence studies, and have 
travelled widely are more likely to be interested in reforms than those 
who are inward-looking and isolated from international affairs."" 

Moreover, to solve our problem of repositioning the military in a 
new democratic setting, the role of the civilian defense community is 
also of crucial significance. These two variables-military education 
reform and civilian defense community-however are necessary con
ditions to create a future stra tegic and professional military, but they 
are by in itself are insufficient. In this respect, our p receding analysis 
has shown that the role of the President is indispensable should we 
want to move the process forward. Therefore, given the fact that Presi
dent Yudhoyono was recently elected once again with an overwhelm
ing mandate, one would be able to fully fathom therefore should he 
fail to at least consider exploring the policies proposed in this article. 

24 Mietzner, The Politics of Military Reform, 69 


