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input of required resources, and a preconceived goal or purpose. To be fair, Knight 
does not suggest any grand scheme behind the industry’s expansion, but the reader 
might initially be caught off guard. Second, although the metropolitan counterparts 
of the colonial bourgeoisie are deemed of vital importance (p. 6), they do not really 
feature as such and might therefore have been given more attention. Third, Knight’s 
intended sugar trilogy is hardly mentioned—a missed opportunity, and not just 
from a promotional perspective. Its inclusion would surely have better conveyed to 
the reader the magnitude and time span of the sugar ‘project’ in Indonesian history.

I cannot conclude this review without addressing the footnotes and captions, 
which usually warrant special attention only for the wrong reasons. Knight’s 
explicative footnotes, however, are a pleasure to consult; they are insightful, to the 
point, and on several occasions downright witty. Far removed from project-based 
developments, his allusive caption to an aerial photograph of the Pagongan sugar 
factory—‘Like Topsy, she “just grow’d”’ (p. 198)—neatly embodies his fundamen-
tal argument that the unique configuration of Java’s sugar industry allowed for 
expansion without the need for reconstruction. 

Alexander Claver
Dutch Ministry of Defence

© 2015 Alexander Claver 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00074918.2015.1111791

The Yudhoyono Presidency: Indonesia’s Decade of Stability and Stagnation. 
Edited by Edward Aspinall, Marcus Mietzner, and Dirk Tomsa. Singapore: 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. Pp. xvii + 359. Paperback: $29.90.

During 2012, halfway through his second term, President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono attracted heavy criticism from the domestic media for not being more 
active in dealing with Indonesia’s multiple and pressing problems. Commentators 
were dismayed, in particular, by the president’s leniency towards entrenched cor-
ruption, his lack of action against Islamists who had attacked various groups, 
and his failure to provide clear economic direction during the height of the global 
economic crisis. The media depicted Indonesia under Yudhoyono as a country on 
autopilot. 

Yudhoyono’s ardent supporters dismissed these criticisms as transient, 
im precise, and lacking credibility. They saw the media as biased and questioned 
the political motivations of the commentators, because the 2014 legislative and 
presidential elections were on the horizon. In the meantime, the polling agencies 
Lembaga Survei Indonesia and Saiful Mujani Research and Consulting, among 
others, released survey findings showing that Yudhoyono’s popularity since 
November 2004 had not dipped below 50%—except in June 2008, when his gov-
ernment cut fuel subsidies.

This comprehensive book, based on papers from the 2014 Indonesia Update con-
ference at ANU, to a large extent vindicates the media’s criticism of Yudhoyono. It 
traces the history of individual policies and weighs the president’s short comings 
against his achievements. It accommodates insiders’ and outsiders’ views on a col-
ourful array of topics, including the progress or regress of Indonesian democracy, 
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human rights, foreign policy, the environment, the security sector, economic 
development, and social welfare. Overall, however, it argues that Yudhoyono 
did too little during his decade-long presidency to elevate Indonesia ‘to the next 
level of institutional sophistication, democratic quality and economic maturity’ 
(p. 19)—hence the book’s subtitle.

Of all the contributors, Dirk Tomsa (chapter 9), in discussing the politics of decen-
tralisation, best portrays the sense of stagnation under Yudhoyono. He argues that 
the second-term president, in negotiating the tug-of-war between local and central 
governments in which one side pulled for more decentralisation and the other pulled 
for recentralisation, appeared to favour the latter, albeit covertly. Tomsa explains 
that Yudhoyono preferred to let ‘his minister [Gamawan Fauzi] and bureaucrats 
handle the more difficult aspects of policymaking’ (p. 171). This quotation captures 
a defining feature of Yudhoyono’s presidency, and the book’s central argument: 
Yudhoyono tended to sidestep complex problems and avoid confrontation.

On economic issues, Hal Hill (chapter 15) describes how, under Yudhoyono, 
Indonesia experienced moderately strong growth and avoided the worst of the 
2008 global financial crisis. Yet when confronted with difficult decisions on fuel 
subsidies, Yudhoyono often chose populism over good policy. Other chapters yield 
similar assessments. On religious tolerance, Robin Bush notes that Yudhoyono was 
unwilling or unable ‘to back up fulsome statements of support for tolerance and 
religious harmony with decisive actions necessary to make these statements any-
thing more than flowery rhetoric’ (p. 255). On human rights, Dominic Berger takes a 
pessimistic view, stating that Yudhoyono ‘was not a principled supporter’ (p. 235). 

With the exception of chapter 4, by John Sidel, and to some extent chapter 15, by 
Hill, every chapter points to Yudhoyono’s character as the source of Indonesia’s 
stagnation. The book also argues, however, that Yudhoyono’s deep-seated ten-
dency to avoid hostility and his continual compromising with his political oppo-
nents in effect produced a decade of political stability. In other words, it was his 
character that defined his legacy and shaped Indonesia’s modern democratic his-
tory. Therefore, if Yudhoyono had been a firm leader, would Indonesia have a bet-
ter human-rights record? If Yudhoyono had been more decisive, would Indonesia 
be more prosperous? If Yudhoyono had taken more risks, would Indonesia’s 
modern democratic history have seen moves towards recentralisation? 

The book’s emphasis on Yudhoyono’s character as the defining factor of his 
presidency is somewhat problematic. It is possible for a country to have both 
a decisive president and poor policies, a principled president and a weak com-
mitment to democracy. Above all, it is possible to have both a firm leader and 
a polarised society that makes effective policy-making difficult. The book’s 
reductionist approach poses another problem: as several chapters point out, 
Yudhoyono’s successor, Joko Widodo (Jokowi), who has different traits, strug-
gled at times to manage Indonesia during his first year as president. In short, 
the book should have considered ongoing structural factors in its assessment of 
Yudhoyono’s presidency.

Kuskridho Ambardi
Gadjah Mada University
© 2015 Kuskridho Ambardi 
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