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Civilian Control of the Military in Indonesia: Politics under
the Abdurrahman Wahid Government

Indonesia is now in the process of democratic transition. Following the collapse of Suharto's
long-term authoritarian regime in May 1998, the military lost the power to dominate the country's
political process. Many in society now believe that the age of military domination has finished and it
is time to establish a military-free democratic political system in Indonesia. In this democratic
transition, political leaders have attempted to institute the mechanism of civilian control of the
military, which is necessary to secure the smooth conduct of democratic reforms. This article
examines the politics of consolidating the civilian control under the Abdurrahman Wahid
administration by carefully analysing the power struggle between the president and the military. It
argues that the failure of the president's attempt to put the military under his control was largely due
to his political manipulations which unnecessarily escalated intra-military contestation. The
deepening friction within the military effectively contributed to the rise of army hard-liners who
insited on the needs for internal unity and resistance against the president. Having faced such an
"unintended" ramification, the president totally lost the control of the military and the military's
"institutional" insubordination finally contributed to the fall of Abdurrahman government. From these
lessons, this article underlines the civilian danger of relying on political manoeuvring in seeking
civilian control of the military. The implication is extended to the current Megawati government.
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