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Am en's agenda for I ndon reforns

Abdul Razak Ahrad
THE Javanese have an expression to describe the recent spate of chaotic
events gripping I ndonesi a: Jaman Edan, the age of nadness.

It was thus with good reason that the public | ecture on "Denocracy and
Refornms in I ndonesia", held last Friday at Universiti Ml aya, drew a
capacity crowd.

But the guest speaker was a political scientist. As a rule, quipped the
chairman in his introductory remarks, political scientists try to predict
and expl ai n change. Myst often, he joked, they fail

Not this political scientist, of course.

Dr Amien Rais, professor in international relations at the Faculty of
Social and Political Science at |Indonesia's Gadjah Mada University, is
al so chairman of the 28 nmillion-strong Mihanmadi ah | sl ami ¢ organi sati on.

He is widely credited to have played a major role in influencing the
student di ssent and "peopl e power" novenent, culmnating in the
resignation of President Suharto.

Born in 1944 in Solo, Central Java, Amien received his early education
in I ndonesia before continuing his studies in the United States.

He obtained his naster's degree fromthe University of Notre Dane, and a
Ph.D in political science fromthe University of Chicago.

The sel f-styled presidential contender was in the linelight |ast
Sept enmber when he announced his intentions.

Critics question his ability to succesfully fill the gaping vacuum | eft
by Suharto's departure, pointing out his lack of adequate support fromthe
either the students or the |Indonesian armed forces (ABRI).

The lecture, held at UMs Law Faculty, was attended by a capacity
audi ence: | ocal and I ndonesian students, nenbers of the public, a
smattering of opposition politicians, |local and foreign nedia.

"Since the 21st of May this year, Indonesia has entered a new era; the
post-Suharto era,” Am en expl ained. But the euphoria at Suharto's
resignati on was qui ckly sobered by the realities of the aftermath.

Looting and rioting, the angry nmobs venting their frustrati ons agai nst
the Chinese mnority, the unenployed currently nunbering nore than
Mal aysi a' s popul ati on, poverty |levels skyrocketing to pre-1970 | evel s, and
an econony that is technically bankrupt poses a direct challenge to
| ndonesi a' s conti nui ng survi val

Former President Sukarno's adm nistration was popul arly known as the
"ad Oder".

This was foll owed by Suharto's "New Order". Subsequently, Am en
characterises the current wave of change sweepi ng over |ndonesia as the
"Reform Order".

Ami en defines this as efforts to restructure the political, legal and
econom ¢ systens badly danaged by what he terns as m snanagarment and
corruption of the Suharto adm nistration.

These reforns are inportant not only for Indonesia's survival, but to
ensure it does not repeat past m stakes.

"A goat, for exanple, will never hit his head tw ce agai nst the sane
rock, but the Indonesian people comnmitted the sanme coll ective offence
twice in one generation."

The first instance was in allowi ng Sukarno to establish a lifetine
presi dency for hinself.

"He was forced out of power as a result, and there was soon a nationa



consensus never again to deify a | eader |ike we did Sukarno," he
remenber ed.

"But it was soon forgotten. We conmitted the same ni stake again by
all owi ng Suharto's power to spiral out of control."

Ani en soon began to voice out his criticisnms against the Suharto
adm ni stration. In 1993, he began to openly invite the Indonesian public
to consider the possibility of a succession in | eadership.

"I felt that Suharto had reached a dangerous stage because every
criticismagainst his msnmanagenent was taken as criticisnms against the
State. W were branded subversives."

Why did he decide to take such a risk?

"I consider it as wajib kifayah (religious obligation) to speak up
agai nst what was clearly wong. ABRI, Gol kar, the other political parties
and the NGOs were silent," he said, "so Bismllah (in the name of Allah)
braved nyself to be the one to say it."

If nothing el se, Am en joked, "when the angels question ne in the
hereafter, | would be at peace for having discharged nmy reponsibility of
speaki ng up. "

"But of course," he added, "the politicians will also defend thensel ves
by arguing that since | had al ready spoken up, they have thus been
automatically di scharged of their own responsibilities!" he | aughed.

What then would be the reforns that Amien is pressing for?

"There should be total reforns enconpassing the econonic, |egal and
political framework," he pointed out.

The first agenda of the political reform said Am en, should be to
ensure that the presidency is limted to a maxi mrumof two terns.

The I ndonesi an Constitution provides for re-election of an i ncunbent.

"Presiden bisa dipilih kenbali," Am en explained, "but our founding
fathers and | anguage experts have both understood this to nean only once
again."

Am en provi ded the exanpl e.

"If 1| aminvited to a friend' s house for lunch and he asks ne to have
some nore food, it means | help nyself to one other helping, not to a
second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh! That is mndless greed!"

Anmien went on further in suggesting that the election of the President
be changed to a direct el ectoral selection anobng candi dates.

"Li ke in Amrerica, the voters thensel ves choose between indi vi dual
candi dates, " Am en reasoned.

The current systemof selection by the People's Constituent Assenbly
(MPR), said Ami en, was undesirable as it left open the possibility of
nmoney politics.

Ami en al so expl ained at | ength about the economic and | egal reforns
needed. The soft-spoken Amien delivered his points lucidly, veering away
fromthe indecisiveness plaguing nany a politician in his position would
be.

He has an agenda clearly mapped out, one which he graciously shared with
the audi ence. He intends to create a political party and contest the
pr esi dency.

"My representative, Dr Shafie Malik, will assume | eadership of this
party. If the chances are good, then he will nonminate me at the MPR to run
for the presidency."

However, Anmien is also quick to add that if his chances are slim or if
there appears another party that is nore able to fill the void left by
Suharto's departure, "then | better forget about it!"

I f anything, he comes across as a wily politician, one who carefully
wei ghs the pros and cons of each possible course of action before going
ahead.



In fact, when asked for specifics on what he would do if he were
Presi dent, he responded very generally, or with this anal ogy: "Hanka
(I'ndonesi a's renowned | slamic scholar) was once asked which direction a
Musl i m shoul d face in prayer if he reached the noon.

"Hanka said: Prove to ne first that you have actually | anded on the
moon. Then 1'I| explain to you howto do it!"

He is also quick to deflect giving his opinions on the possible inpact
of the I ndonesian reformnovenent on Ml aysi a.

Having briefly met Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad earlier
in the day, Am en reasoned:

"Pak Mahathir and | agreed that although there are many simlarities,
the conditions in Indonesia and Mal aysia are different,” he said.

"l observed how a Mal aysian Chief Mnister carrrying a | arge anount of
nmoney overseas had to resign. |Indonesian politicians actually feel sorry
for him In Indonesia a sumlike that is peanuts!"”

The magni tude of corruption in Indonesia, said Amien, is nega-scale, and
as such warrants a very different approach from Mal aysi a.

"When Pak Mahathir explained to ne about the Western agenda regardi ng
devel oping countries, | was enlightened."

Anmi en says that | ndonesia should not be ashamed of |earning from
Mal aysi a, especially our success in naintaining racial harnony and
equitabl e distribution of econom c wealth.

"I'n Mal aysia, the different communities can co-exist peacefully. In
| ndonesi a, there should be sonmething |li ke the New Economc Policy to
| essen the gap between the races."

Am en said that he was trying to i ntroduce changes so that the Chinese
i n I ndonesia woul d be known as ethnic Chinese, just like there are ethnic
Sundanese, Javanese, Madura, Batak, and Pal enbang.

"This | feel is nore egalitarian. We will be on equal footing. This
shoul d be the nonencl ature. ™

Despite all the problens facing his country, Amien remains optimstic on
its future outl ook.

"If there is a denocratic election, hopefully there will be a
representative government with credibility and | egitinacy.

"Then we will becone strong again and take the noral |essons from
Sukarno's and Suharto's era so that it is not repeated in the future," he
concl uded.

Whet her or not Amien will energe fromthis turnoil as the | eader of the
I ndonesi an republic remains to be seen. History has repeated itself twce
in Indonesia. But if the Reform Order succeeds, hopefully, Indonesia wl|l
be better prepared to face its uncertain future.

( END)
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