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Overview of the State of Indonesian Democracy 

 

Indonesia, which is currently entering the 24 years of the reform era, has experienced a recent 

democratic setback. This can be seen from the scores of Indonesia's democracy index published by 

the Indonesian Central Statistics Agency, the Freedom House, and the Economist Intelligence Unit 

(EIU). 

The Indonesian Democracy Index (IDI) published by the Central Statistics Agency (BPS) 

showed a slight increase in the area of civil liberties However, scores of political rights and democratic 

institutions showed a decline in 2020. The score of political rights had increased in 2019 to 70.71 

from 65.79 of the previous year, but it decreased to 67.85 in 2020. The score of democratic institutions 

had increased in 2019 from the previous year but decreased to 75.66 in 2020 (BPS, 2020). 

Additionally, the Freedom House’s democracy index has reported the continuous fall of 

Indonesia’s democratic performance over the last three years with a score of 62/100 in 2019, 61/100 

in 2020,  to 59/100 in 2021 (Freedom House, 2021). While categorizing Indonesian democracy as 

“partly free,” the Freedom House assessed that Indonesia is still struggling to face the challenges of 

systemic corruption, discrimination and violence against minority groups, and politicized defamation 

and blasphemy. Accordingly, the Freedom House highlighted the issue of political rights and civil 

liberties as problematic in the state of Indonesian democracy.  

The EIU ranked Indonesia 64th globally and 11th in the Asia and Australia region. This 

placement is based on scores on five assessment indicators, namely 7.92 for the electoral process and 

pluralism, 7.14 for government functions, 6.11 for political participation, 5.63 for democratic political 

culture, and 5.59 for civil liberties. Indonesia's democracy index score reached 7.03 in 2015. 

Unfortunately, this number has continued to decline in the last five years, scoring 6.97 in 2016 and 

decreasing again to 6.39 in 2017 and 2018. However, Indonesia's democracy score had slightly 

increased to 6.48 in 2019 before finally dropping again in 2020 to 6.3, placing Indonesia as a flawed 

democratic country (The Economist Intelligence Unit 2020, 10-29). 

From the data above, three issues of democratic institutions, discrimination and violence 

against minority groups, and civil liberties are commonly observed throughout the different indices 

for causing the decline of Indonesian democracy. This paper focuses on three specific factors that 

contribute to this setback; the corruption of political officials and efforts to weaken the Corruption 
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Eradication Commission (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi; KPK), identity politics by political elites, 

and the overreaction of state officials in responding to freedom of expression. 

 

 

Corruptions and Efforts to Weaken Anti-Corruption Measures 

 

Eradication of corruption and the establishment of an independent anti-corruption institution is one 

of the reform agendas formulated more than 20 years ago but has not been fully successful until 

recently. Cases of corruption that ensnare political officials continue to occur, both at the national and 

regional levels. The minister of social affairs and the speaker of the House of Representatives (DPR) 

are the most vulnerable positions to being involved in corruption cases. Since 2003, the KPK has 

named 12 ministers as suspects from 3 different periods of government. (Kompas, 2020).  

Among the 12 ministers charged for corruption, 3 of them served as ministers of social affairs. 

One of the ministers even embezzled social assistance funds amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

alleged ministers were caught in corruption cases on the grounds of abuse of power, procurement of 

goods through direct appointments, bribes and gratuities, and collecting funds through officials in 

their ministries. The sentences handed down to them varied from 1 to 10 years in prison (Kompas, 

2020). 

In the legislative sphere, 3 DPR speakers were entangled in corruption. Taufik Kurniawan 

(PAN faction) was caught in a corruption case as he received a cash reward of Rp 4.85 billion (more 

than US$300 thousand) for managing the Special Allocation Fund (DAK) for Kebumen and 

Purbalingga regencies. Setya Novanto, from the Golkar Party faction, was caught in a corruption case 

for intervening in the budgeting process and procurement of goods and services in the e-KTP project 

which caused state losses of Rp. 2.3 trillion or more than US$160 million. Azis Syamsuddin, the 

successor of Setya Novanto, also tripped over the DAK. He was caught in a corruption case related 

to the handling of the alleged corruption case of the DAK in the Central Lampung district (Tempo, 

2021). 

At the regional level, 429 local heads who were directly elected through elections were caught 

in corruption cases. Their abuse of power included accepting bribes, procuring goods and services, 

and infrastructure development, extending agreements and buying and selling official positions 

(Detik, 2021). 

In addition to the rampant corruption cases of political officials, efforts to weaken the KPK 

through the revision of the KPK Law and the National Insight Test (TWK) also contributed to the 

decline in Indonesia's corruption perception index score. Since 2001, the score of the Indonesian 

corruption perceptions index has been consistently increasing. However, when the government 

revised the KPK Law in 2019, the corruption perception index score in 2020 decreased significantly 

from 40 (2019) to 37 (2020). It also caused Indonesia's ranking to drop from rank 85 (2019) to rank 

102 (2020) out of 180 countries (Transparency International, 2021).  

In addition to the revision of the KPK Law, the transfer of the status of KPK employees to 

civil servants (ASN) through the assessment for the national insight test (TWK) is also controversial 

because the TWK is not regulated in the law but is still included by the KPK leadership. This test led 

to the dismissal of 51 KPK employees who did not pass the test. Therefore, several academics and 

human rights and anti-corruption activists, concluded that the TWK was used as a tool by the KPK 

leadership to get rid of the employees based on subjectivity (Transparency International, 2021). 
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Spread of Identity Politics 

 

After the 1998 reform, Indonesia was lined up as a model of a tolerant country where democracy and 

religion could coexist. Unfortunately, recently the phenomenon of identity politics has strengthened. 

Discrimination and violence against minority groups did not stop during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the public highlights 5 popular such cases. First, the mass organizations were forcibly disbanded 

and subjected to physical and verbal violence during a midodareni event (a traditional Javanese ethnic 

event before the wedding day), in Surakarta because it was deemed not in accordance with Islamic 

law. Second, the destruction of the Al Hidayah Musala (a place of worship for Muslims) in North 

Minahasa, where the majority of the population is Christian. Third, the officials sealed the tomb of 

the Karuhan Urang, a traditional leader in the Kuningan Regency, arguing that it did not have a 

building permit (IMB). Fourth, the authority did not allow the construction of the St. Joseph Parish 

Church in Karimun although it already had an IMB permit. Fifth, the Sukabumi Regency government 

sealed the doors of mosques belonging to Ahmadiyah congregations with the claim of avoiding the 

risk of another arson incident (2008) (Indonesia Indicator, 2020). 

The rise of identity politics cannot be separated from the behaviors of political elites who tend 

to take advantage of this issue during local elections. Candidates and their supporters tend to take 

advantage of identity politics surrounding religious and ethnic differences to win the elections. 

Therefore, in almost every election the jargon “choose natives of the region” or “choose the same 

religion” appears. The campaign strategy of candidates focuses on the religious or ethnic background 

of themselves and their partners (Romli 2021, 141). 

The identity politics-driven case that caught the public's attention the most was the Jakarta 

governor election in 2017 as a series of demonstrations colored this election. The protesters demanded 

that the candidate for deputy governor, Basuki Tjahaja Purnamato be punished because his speech in 

the Thousand Islands was considered blasphemy against Islam. Fondly called Ahok, he was a double 

minority, ethnic Chinese and Christian. The largest mass demonstration was known as the 212 

Defending Islam Action (taken from the date of the demonstration on December 2, 2016) (Romli 

2021, 142).  

Even though Ahok was imprisoned, the 212 masses still hold demonstrations which are called 

the 212 Reunion, every December 2. Apart from commemorating their 'success' in imprisoning 

'blasphemers', the supporters of the 212 Reunion also demanded the government to repatriate their 

leader, Rizieq Shihab, from Saudi Arabia. At the 212 Reunion in 2018, they called for not choosing a 

candidate who supported religious blasphemers in the next presidential election. In 2021 the Jokowi 

government did not permit them to have a reunion applying the social distance rule of the COVID-

19 pandemic (Sindo, 2021).  

 

 

Limiting Freedom of Expression 

 

The government has not been able to provide a comfortable and safe space for the citizens to express 

their opinions in public spaces. According to the Advocacy Team for Democracy (TAUD), there were 

12 cases of criminalization of activists throughout 2021, and 10 criminalization of activists from 2019 
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to 2020 (CNN Indonesia, 2021). There are 3 prominent cases that have caught the public's attention 

the most. These activists were charged with the hate speech article of the Law of Electronic 

Information and Transaction (ITE). The public knew that they were arrested because of their criticism 

on social media. One of them criticized the violence in Papua. The other wrote about the poor 

performance and the conflict of interest of a presidential staff member related to data management 

for COVID-19 victims (Tempo, 2019; Tirto, 2020). The third criticized the TNI at an offline 

discussion event (Media Indonesia, 2019). 

Demonstrators were also met with violence when they held street protests addressing the 

revision of the KPK Law which went viral through the hashtag #ReformasiDikorupsi (Reform 

Corrupted) and against the Omnibus Law. The student demonstrators cast a vote of no confidence 

because the DPR approved the revision of the KPK Law without listening to the public’s criticism. 

After #ReformasiDikorupsi trended on Twitter, the movement became a national action. 

Unfortunately, this led to a riot. Videos showing demonstrators being hit with blunt objects and being 

kicked circulated on social media. In Jakarta, at least 90 demonstrators were rushed to the Pertamina 

Central Hospital (RSPP) and KontraS, a human rights organization, noted that at least 5 young people 

died (Kompas, 2021). 

Likewise with the demonstration against the Omnibus Law, according to the Advocacy Team 

for Democracy, there were at least 390 complaints about acts of violence by the authorities (Kompas, 

2021). In addition, according to data from Amnesty International Indonesia, during the protest, there 

have been 43 incidents of violence by the state apparatus, 402 victims of violence by the state 

apparatus in 15 provinces, and 6,658 people were arrested including 18 journalists in 21 provinces 

(Amnesty International Indonesia, 2020). The Alliance of Independent Journalists (AJI) further cited 

that there were at least 56 cases of violence against journalists on duty during the demonstration 

(Amnesty International Indonesia, 2020).  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This year, Indonesia is celebrating its 24th year of democratic reform. Although procedurally, 

Indonesia is considered successful in carrying out a peaceful transfer of power, many issues still need 

to be fixed by the government and its officials to save Indonesia from democratic setbacks. 

There are three salient problems to account for the fall of Indonesia's democracy, namely 

weakening democratic institutions, discrimination and violence against minority groups, and 

infringement of civil rights. These problems are rooted in the behaviors of the political elites. Many 

public officials and politicians are corrupted and also have tried to weaken anti-corruption measures. 

Politicians also used identity politics for their political gain and are contributing to religious and 

ethnic conflicts. The Indonesian authority is also punishing activists who criticize the government or 

raise public issues. This trend is shrinking the civic space for freedom of expression. 

Eradication of corruption and the establishment of an independent anti-corruption institution 

is one of the reform agendas that remains as homework for Indonesia. Conflicts between religious 

communities should be alleviated if the government is consistent in realizing freedom of religion and 

belief and does not ignore the issue of intolerance. Indonesia's constitution guarantees both religious 

freedom and freedom of expression. Therefore, the government should provide a comfortable and 

safe space for its citizens to express their political opinions freely.  



Issue Briefing 
 

 

© EAI 2021 

5  

 

References 

 

Amnesty International Indonesia. (2020). Usut Bukti-Bukti Kekerasan Polisi Sepanjang Demo 

Tolak Omnibus Law (Investigate Evidence of Police Violence During Demonstration 

Against Omnibus Law). https://www.amnesty.id/usut-bukti-bukti-kekerasan-polisi-

sepanjang-demo-tolak-omnibus-law/. 2 December. 

 

CNN Indonesia. (2021). Kriminalisasi Aktivis Disebut Buat Indeks Demokrasi Menurun 

(Criminalization of Activists is Said to Have Lowered Democracy Index). 

https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20210916034015-20-694978/kriminalisasi-aktivis-

disebut-buat-indeks-demokrasi-menurun. 16 September. 

 

Detik. (2021). Pimpinan KPK Catat Ada 429 kepala Daerah Hasil Pilkada Terjerat Korupsi (KPK 

Leaders Record There are 429 Local Heads from Local Elections Entangled in Corruption). 

https://news.detik.com/berita/d-5498530/pimpinan-kpk-catat-ada-429-kepala-daerah-hasil-

pilkada-terjerat-korupsi. 18 March. 

 

Freedom House. (2021). Freedom in the World 2021, 2020 Indonesia Country Report. 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/indonesia/freedom-net/2021. 

 

Indonesia Indicator. (2020). Menelisik Kasus Diskriminasi Minoritas di Indonesia (Examining 

Minority Discrimination Cases in Indonesia). https://indonesiaindicator.com/99-

publication/release/408-menelisik-kasus-diskriminasi-minoritas-di-indonesia.html. 17 

August. 

 

Kompas. (2020). Deretan Menteri yang Dijerat KPK dari Era Megawati Hingga Jokowi (Ministers 

who were Ensnared by the KPK from the Megawati Era to Jokowi). 

https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2020/11/26/08214321/deretan-menteri-yang-dijerat-kpk-

dari-era-megawati-hingga-jokowi?page=all. 26 November. 

 

Kompas. (2021). Menilik Kembali Aksi #ReformasiDikorupsi Dua Tahun Lalu (Looking Back 

Action #ReformasiDikorupsi Two Years Ago). 

https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2021/09/20/10420161/menilik-kembali-aksi-

reformasidikorupsi-dua-tahun-lalu?page=all. 20 September. 

 

Media Indonesia. (2019). Kasus Robertus Robet Ancaman Serius Kebebasan Berkespresi (Robertus 

Robet Case A Serious Threat to Freedom of Expression). 

https://mediaindonesia.com/politik-dan-hukum/221356/kasus-robertus-robet-ancaman-

serius-kebebasan-berekspresi.html. 7 March. 

 

Romli, L. (2021). Politik Identitas Pemilu 2019 dan Masa Depan Demokrasi (Identity Politics for 

the 2019 Election and the Future of Democracy), in Amalia, L.S. Dinamika Sosial Politik 

Pemilu Serentak 2019 (Socio-Political Dynamics of the 2019 Simultaneous Elections). 

Jakarta: LIPI Press. 141-172. 

 

Sindo. (2021). Momen Reuni 212 dari Tahun 2017-2021 (212 Reunion Moment from 2017-2021). 

https://metro.sindonews.com/read/616379/170/5-momen-reuni-212-dari-tahun-2017-2021-

1638421952. 2 December. 

 

https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20210916034015-20-694978/kriminalisasi-aktivis-disebut-buat-indeks-demokrasi-menurun
https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20210916034015-20-694978/kriminalisasi-aktivis-disebut-buat-indeks-demokrasi-menurun
https://news.detik.com/berita/d-5498530/pimpinan-kpk-catat-ada-429-kepala-daerah-hasil-pilkada-terjerat-korupsi
https://news.detik.com/berita/d-5498530/pimpinan-kpk-catat-ada-429-kepala-daerah-hasil-pilkada-terjerat-korupsi
https://freedomhouse.org/country/indonesia/freedom-net/2021
https://indonesiaindicator.com/99-publication/release/408-menelisik-kasus-diskriminasi-minoritas-di-indonesia.html
https://indonesiaindicator.com/99-publication/release/408-menelisik-kasus-diskriminasi-minoritas-di-indonesia.html
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2020/11/26/08214321/deretan-menteri-yang-dijerat-kpk-dari-era-megawati-hingga-jokowi?page=all
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2020/11/26/08214321/deretan-menteri-yang-dijerat-kpk-dari-era-megawati-hingga-jokowi?page=all
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2021/09/20/10420161/menilik-kembali-aksi-reformasidikorupsi-dua-tahun-lalu?page=all
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2021/09/20/10420161/menilik-kembali-aksi-reformasidikorupsi-dua-tahun-lalu?page=all
https://mediaindonesia.com/politik-dan-hukum/221356/kasus-robertus-robet-ancaman-serius-kebebasan-berekspresi.html
https://mediaindonesia.com/politik-dan-hukum/221356/kasus-robertus-robet-ancaman-serius-kebebasan-berekspresi.html
https://metro.sindonews.com/read/616379/170/5-momen-reuni-212-dari-tahun-2017-2021-1638421952
https://metro.sindonews.com/read/616379/170/5-momen-reuni-212-dari-tahun-2017-2021-1638421952


Issue Briefing 
 

 

© EAI 2021 

6  

Tempo. (2021). Daftar Pimpinan DPR yang Terjerat Kasus Korupsi (List of DPR Leaders Caught in 

Corruption Cases). https://nasional.tempo.co/read/1510703/daftar-pimpinan-dpr-yang-

terjerat-kasus-korupsi.27 September. 

 

Tempo. (2019). Diperiksa Hampir 4 Jam Dandhy Laksono Dibebaskan Polisi (Examined Almost 4 

Hours Dandhy Laksono Freed by Police). https://nasional.tempo.co/read/1252907/diperiksa-

hampir-4-jam-dandhy-laksono-dibebaskan-polisi/full&view=ok. 27 September. 

 

The Central Statistics Agency (Badan Pusat Statistik). (2020). Indeks Demokrasi Indonesia (IDI) 

Menurut Aspek dan Provinsi (Indonesian Democracy Index by Aspects and Provinces). 

https://www.bps.go.id/indikator/indikator/view_data/0000/data/599/sdgs_10/1. 

 

The Economist Intelligence Unit. (2020). Democracy Index 2020 In Sickness and in Health? 

https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2020/. 

 

Tirto. (2020). Dugaan Rekayasan Kasus Ravio Patra Cara Baru Kriminalisasi Aktivis (Alleged 

Ravio Patra Case Engineering New Way of Criminalizing Activists). https://tirto.id/dugaan-

rekayasa-kasus-ravio-patra-cara-baru-kriminalisasi-aktivis-eRXB. 24 Spril. 

 

Tirto. (2020). Kasus Intoleransi Terus Bersemi Saat Pandemi (Cases of Intolerance Continue to 

Bloom During a Pandemic). https://tirto.id/kasus-intoleransi-terus-bersemi-saat-pandemi-

f5Jb. 11 October. 

 

Transparency International Indonesia. (2021). Pelemahan KPK dan pemecatan pegawai KPK 

melemahkan reputasi Indonesia di mata dunia (The Weakening of the KPK and the 

Dismissal of KPK Employees Weakened Indonesia's Reputation in the Eyes of the World). 

https://ti.or.id/pelemahan-kpk-dan-pemecatan-pegawai-kpk-melemahkan-reputasi-indonesia-

di-mata-dunia/. 

 

  

https://nasional.tempo.co/read/1510703/daftar-pimpinan-dpr-yang-terjerat-kasus-korupsi.27
https://nasional.tempo.co/read/1510703/daftar-pimpinan-dpr-yang-terjerat-kasus-korupsi.27
https://nasional.tempo.co/read/1252907/diperiksa-hampir-4-jam-dandhy-laksono-dibebaskan-polisi/full&view=ok
https://nasional.tempo.co/read/1252907/diperiksa-hampir-4-jam-dandhy-laksono-dibebaskan-polisi/full&view=ok
https://www.bps.go.id/indikator/indikator/view_data/0000/data/599/sdgs_10/1
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2020/
https://tirto.id/dugaan-rekayasa-kasus-ravio-patra-cara-baru-kriminalisasi-aktivis-eRXB
https://tirto.id/dugaan-rekayasa-kasus-ravio-patra-cara-baru-kriminalisasi-aktivis-eRXB
https://tirto.id/kasus-intoleransi-terus-bersemi-saat-pandemi-f5Jb
https://tirto.id/kasus-intoleransi-terus-bersemi-saat-pandemi-f5Jb


Issue Briefing 
 

 

© EAI 2021 

7  

 

 Luky Sandra Amalia is an Associate Researcher at Research Center for Politics, National 

Research and Innovation Agency (BRIN) (luky.sandra@gmail.com) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

The East Asia Institute takes no institutional position on policy issues and has no affiliation with the Korean 

government. All statements of fact and expressions of opinion contained in its publications are the sole 
responsibility of the author or authors. 

 
This program was funded in part by the National Endowment for Democracy (NED). 

 
“Democratic Backsliding in Indonesia” 

 
979-11-6617-321-9  95340       Date of Issue: 28 January 2022  

 
Typeset by Jinkyung Baek  

 
For inquiries:  

Jinkyung Baek, Director of the Research Department 
 

Tel. 82 2 2277 1683 (ext. 209)     j.baek@eai.or.kr 

 

 
The East Asia Institute 

#909 Sampoong B/D, Eulji-ro 158, Jung-gu, 
Seoul 04548, South Korea 

Phone 82 2 2277 1683  Fax 82 2 2277 1697 
Email eai@eai.or.kr   Website www.eai.or.kr  

 

http://www.eai.or.kr/

