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Review Article
THREE INDONESIAN HISTORIES

Robert Cribb
Australian National University

Adrian Vickers (2005) A History of Modern Indonesia
Stephen Drakeley (2005) The History of Indonesia

Ian Chalmers (2006) Indonesia: An Introduction to Contemporary Traditions

Indonesian studies may be languishing in the classroom, but the appearance of 
these three books indicates that publishers, at least, are confi dent of a student audi-
ence for insightful examinations of Australia’s closest large neighbour. The volumes 
by Chalmers (2005) and Drakeley (2005) are written with student readers explicitly 
in mind (Chalmers’s book comes complete with discussion questions at the end of 
each chapter), but Vickers’s (2006) book, too, bears the impact of his long experience 
as a university teacher: it is clear and lively, ideal for enthusing an under graduate 
class. Taken together, the three works—Australian scholarship published inter-
nationally—are a promising sign of the strength of Indonesian studies in Australia. 

Works like this, however, are more than textbooks. Each of them shows both 
the fruits of fresh research and new analytical insights into the enduring complex-
ity of Indonesia. Just as earlier general histories such as Legge’s Indonesia (Legge 
1964) helped both to crystallise the most important insights of earlier research and 
to set the agenda for research in the future, these three works will have an impor-
tant infl uence on the shape of the fi eld in the coming decade. What they have to 
say about Indonesia will help determine the assumptions that Indonesianists of 
the next generation bring to their research.

The three books are different in chronological scope. Drakeley’s history starts 
in 5000 BCE and moves through a conventional periodisation to the present; Vick-
ers seems to nail his colours to the mast with a remarkable fi rst sentence: ‘Before 
1945 there was no Indonesia, but rather a collection of islands spread across the 
Equator that the Dutch made into the Netherlands East Indies’. This claim turns 
out, however, to be only a rhetorical fl ourish. Vickers’s ‘modern Indonesia’ starts 
in the 1890s and he dips sporadically into earlier periods. Chalmers’s book is 
structured thematically with a focus on the present, but he plunges boldly into the 
past and tells his readers more about the Dutch East India Company, for instance, 
than Vickers does. 

There was a time when issues of political economy lay at the heart of main-
stream Indonesian studies—what economic good and bad did Dutch coloni-
alism do? Did Indonesia miss key chances in the 1950s or was it doomed to 
a painful restructuring after the end of colonialism? Was Sukarno’s vision of 
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372 Robert Cribb

economic self-reliance a noble vision made impossible by venal enemies or was 
it catastrophic self-delusion? Was Soeharto’s economic strategy destructive and 
predatory, or constructive but fl awed at the margins? Drakeley and Vickers give 
the reader material with which to consider these issues—Drakeley competently 
assesses the economic consequences of colonialism, and Vickers brings to life 
the meaning of macroeconomic changes for the daily life of Indonesian citi-
zens—but only Chalmers treats political economy in any way as central.

Chalmers’s book has a clear chapter that sets out the economic policy impera-
tives of successive governments since independence. Vickers draws in sometimes 
detailed economic data to illustrate his propositions, but those data are subordi-
nate to his narrative about the political and social order, and he does not make 
an explicit political economy argument. The central theme of Drakeley’s account 
shifts from culture (the pre-colonial era) through economics (the colonial period) 
to politics (independent Indonesia), but his economic framework is largely one of 
straightforward modernisation.

Vickers’s prose often sparkles, especially because he brings to life forgotten 
individuals, and illustrates his text with a fresh and abundant crop of anecdotes 
and quotations. A central fi gure in Vickers’s narrative is the late Pramoedya 
Ananta Toer. The celebrated novelist himself does not appear as a historical actor, 
and Vickers for the most part resists the temptation to treat Pramoedya’s novels 
as a historical source in their own right. He uses Pramoedya’s life, however, to 
give a kind of personal coherence to modern Indonesia’s history, the experiences 
of Pramoedya’s home region of Blora under Dutch rule, for instance, becoming a 
metaphor for the experience of the whole archipelago. 

Specialists on Indonesia will be irritated by Vickers’s decision to translate even 
newspaper titles into English (De Locomotief becomes The Locomotive and Duta 
Masyarakat becomes Ambassador of Society), but they can only admire a work that 
so deftly weaves together detail and vision. Particularly notable is Vickers’s use 
of recent Dutch scholarship, which has received far too little attention outside 
the Netherlands. By contrast, Drakeley seems more remote from his material. He 
writes with a sure hand, but his book is an up-to-date synthesis of the best schol-
arly works, informed by a close familiarity with Indonesia, rather than a work of 
individual vision like that of Vickers. Chalmers is still more explicit about his debt 
to prior scholarship: his book is designed as a guide both to the literature and to 
scholarly debate over Indonesia. Whereas Chalmers warns the reader ‘I do not 
seek to evaluate the veracity of these different interpretations’, and ‘this [book] 
makes no pretence of providing a comprehensive account of a complex history’, 
and Drakeley’s text is tinged throughout with a sense of presenting the balance 
of probabilities, Vickers’s book challenges the reader with a distinctive interpreta-
tion and seldom pauses to note, or even hint at, alternative interpretations. On the 
other hand, whereas Chalmers offers three crisp, focused maps, Drakeley’s single 
map of Indonesia, dated ‘2005’, shows East Timor still within the Republic, while 
Vickers’s maps are crude and often inaccurate.

There are two important sets of questions to ask in reviewing general works 
of this kind. First, what vision of Indonesia do they present? Where does each of 
them stand in the long-running debate over what Indonesia is all about? And how 
reliable are they? How sure is their judgment on controversies, and do they get 
their facts right? 
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Review article: Three Indonesian histories 373

For Vickers, Indonesia came about as a justifi ed (and noble) reaction to the 
brutality, exploitation and racism of the Netherlands Indies in the period from 
the late 19th century. He argues afresh the case for independence by setting 
the intense violence of the war in Aceh, the degrading conditions of planta-
tion workers in East Sumatra and the systematised racial discrimination of the 
colonial state against the meagre positive aspects of colonial policy. His colonial 
Dutch are thoroughly unappealing—suspicious, arrogant, sympathetic to fas-
cism, hostile to indigenous culture, and smelly. His Indonesians are diverse—
he brings to life most effectively the different strands of the modern elite that 
emerged in the 20th century, but he is also able to conjure up the suffering of 
peasants and plantation workers. Somewhat in the spirit of Kahin’s founda-
tional Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia (Kahin 1952), this book is quietly 
but fi rmly indignant at the multitude of humiliations heaped upon Indonesians 
by their colonial experience. 

Drakeley, by contrast, gives Indonesia much deeper roots. Broadly speaking, 
he presents the period from 5000 BCE to about 1600 as the time when the cultural 
and ethnic character of the archipelago was determined. He takes the analytical 
unity of Indonesia more or less for granted. He portrays Dutch colonialism prima-
rily in economic terms, carefully weighing the costs and benefi ts that it brought 
to the people of the Indies. He pays no attention to the Dutch themselves as colo-
nisers, and sees no specifi cally Dutch character in the colonial regime. Dutch rule 
was little more than the specifi c means by which a qualifi ed modernity came to 
the archipelago. Chalmers, too, reaches back in time, to the 14th century kingdom 
of Majapahit and the Javanese idea of power, to understand contemporary Indo-
nesia, but his long view of Indonesia is of a tension between still vibrant indig-
enous traditions and a powerful aspiration to modernity. For both Chalmers and 
Drakeley, the colonial period is a transitory era with only limited relevance to the 
present.

Drakeley prepares the reader best for the political struggles that follow the 
declaration of independence, though he does so in a fairly traditional way. The 
colonial period left Indonesians inexperienced in democratic politics and with 
fundamental ideological differences unresolved over the form that an independ-
ent Indonesia should take. President Sukarno looms over this analysis, too, as a 
fi gure whose immense personal strengths and weaknesses both held the country 
together and split it apart. 

In Chalmers’s view, Indonesian political history, except during the New Order, 
is driven by contending discourses and aspirations. In some respects, the book 
represents a return to the respectful treatment of Indonesian political discourse 
which marked the Feith and Castles (1970) volume Indonesian Political Think-
ing, but which greatly weakened during the New Order. Chalmers is skilful in 
conjuring up for the reader the contrasting mindsets of different groups in Indo-
nesian society, both at the level of high ideology and at the level of prejudice and 
common wisdom. He selects ethnicity, centre and region, religious life, language 
and nationalism, civil–military relations, the political economy of development, 
and the struggle for democracy as the organising principles of successive chap-
ters which span the whole of Indonesia’s independence and often delve back 
into the more distant past. Chalmers’s reliance on published literature comes 
into its own as he illuminates scholarly and policy debate, seeking a resolution 
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374 Robert Cribb

to interpretative disagreement where it is possible, and clearly identifying the 
contours of the debate where it is not. 

To my mind Chalmers’s most impressive chapters were those on ethnicity and 
political economy. The latter contribution is persuasive, well-informed and bal-
anced in its recognition of the interplay of doctrine, personality, self-interest and 
idealism in the shaping of economic policy. Chalmers is also notable for the atten-
tion he gives to Islam, which appears as a largely marginal force in the books of 
both Drakeley and Vickers. Only his chapter entitled ‘The struggle for democracy’ 
is less satisfactory. It is dominated by the New Order’s struggle against democ-
racy and, together with the chapter on civil–military relations, leaves the reader 
with the impression that democracy was hijacked by authoritarian elements alien 
to the aspirations of the Indonesian people. There is a good deal of truth in this 
impression, of course, but it leaves the reader unprepared for the dynamics of the 
reformasi era. In this chapter alone, the shadow of the New Order hangs over the 
analysis, as if Chalmers is still fi ghting old battles.

The shadows in Vickers’s book are longer and deeper. Vickers’s readers, primed 
by his eloquent affi rmation of Indonesian nationalism, will be bewildered by the 
violence that breaks out between Indonesians in 1945, as indeed were many Indo-
nesians. Whereas Drakeley and Chalmers largely brush aside the violent aspects 
of the revolution, Vickers confronts the reader with several pages of brutality. He 
seems to want to avoid suggesting that the fi rst expression of Indonesian inde-
pendent identity might be about violence, but he offers no real explanation of 
where it came from. The spirit of Kahin’s optimism for Indonesia which shone 
in the early chapters of Vickers’s book seems to fl icker and die. Whereas Kahin 
devoted signifi cant space to the Pancasila in order to emphasise the nobility of the 
cause for which Indonesians fought, Vickers’s extended discussion quickly identi-
fi es the Pancasila as having strong elements of façade.1 

The independent Indonesia that Vickers goes on to describe is a grim place of 
gratuitous violence, crude jokes, cruder self-interest, slick sloganeering and cyni-
cal propaganda. Pramoedya watches over the reader’s shoulder as an embittered 
and sardonic commentator, unable to see his own complicity in the succession of 
tawdry betrayals of human dignity that Vickers presents to the reader. In his con-
cluding paragraph, Vickers implies that globalisation is to blame, but so much of 
the malaise and misanthropy he describes seems to be generated within Indonesia 
itself that the comment seems to be yet another throw-away line. Vickers’s book 
is truly novel in its attempt to bring the experiences of individuals up to the very 
surface of the narrative in a general history of Indonesia. It is an approach that 
makes the works of Drakeley and to some extent Chalmers seem sadly remote 
from the Indonesians they write about. Yet both Drakeley and Chalmers have 
written books that draw their readers into the fascination of Indonesia; Vickers’s 
readers, I fear, are more likely to be repelled. 

The contrast between Vickers on the one hand and Chalmers and Drakeley on 
the other also extends to the issue of reliability. Chalmers and Drakeley are experi-
enced researchers, deeply familiar with Indonesia, and their writing relies heavily 
on the work of other scholars. These factors together provide a strong guarantee 

1 The Pancasila are the fi ve guiding principles of the Indonesian state; they are: belief in 
Almighty God, humanitarianism, nationalism, democracy and social justice.
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Review article: Three Indonesian histories 375

against excess. Drakeley in particular says very little that is controversial or debat-
able, except for his unexpected judgment (p. 111) that the ‘most likely’ explana-
tion of the controversial 1965 coup was that it was ‘cooked up between Sukarno 
and a few of his closest confi dants, including D.N. Aidit’. (Even in a general work 
such as this, one might have hoped for an explanation of a judgment that departs 
so substantially from the standard views.) Chalmers makes the odd challengeable 
statement, such as describing the 1969 ‘Act of Free Choice’ in (then) West Irian 
(p. 157) as a ‘fl awed election’ (there was no voting and only about a thousand 
people were involved in a series of stage-managed ceremonies that were explic-
itly not represented as elections), but none of these points goes to the heart of his 
argument.

Vickers is also an experienced researcher, deeply familiar with Indonesia, and 
in contrast with the others he has plunged into original primary research for this 
book, rather than relying on the mass of established approaches. The freshness of 
his sources is one of the great strengths of his book, but it leads him, by way of 
his determination to make readable judgments, into some serious interpretative 
over-statements. 

He describes Indonesia’s unitary state as a ‘step-child’ of the brutal Dutch 
conqueror of Aceh, General J.B. van Heutsz (p. 139). This is fi ne if he means no 
more than that Van Heutsz helped to establish the boundaries of modern Indo-
nesia, but it encourages the reader to misunderstand important features both 
of the colonial system and of unitary Indonesia: the colonial system was not 
unitary, but rather rested on a multitude of entrenched local aristocracies, such 
as the bupati class in Java, and on a far-reaching legal pluralism. Van Heutsz’s 
eventual victory in Aceh was based on a deal with the local aristocracy, the uleë-
balang, which would have been anathema to the unitary Indonesia of Soeharto’s 
New Order. Vickers, moreover, feeds the mistaken impression that the idea of 
a unitary state in Indonesia was only an unwelcome intrusion from the centre, 
and not part of a tortuous grappling by Indonesians with the implications of 
unity and diversity.

A little later he claims that ‘most Sumatrans’ saw the 1965–66 killing of com-
munists as part of a ‘Javanese occupation’ of their island (p. 157), disregarding the 
fact that a substantial proportion of the victims in Sumatra were in fact Javanese. 
He gives a serious misreading of the place of racism in the Dutch colonial system. 
He compares the colonial system of racial classifi cation to South African apart-
heid, despite the fact that legal race in the Indies depended on paternal ancestry 
rather than skin colour; despite the fact that the fi rst half of the 20th century saw 
a systematic breaking down of race-based restrictions on travel and residence in 
the Indies (in contrast with South Africa); and despite the fact that there was no 
political equivalent to grand apartheid and relatively little petty apartheid (he is 
simply wrong in saying that ‘All aspects of life were racially distinguished, from 
train tickets to toilets’ [p. 28]). Racial prejudice was pervasive in the colony, but 
it was fl uid, ambiguous and less important as a motor for social segregation than 
class difference, which Vickers barely mentions. 

Vickers’s over-interpretation is a serious fl aw because he presents his book as 
a considered, authoritative analysis of the course of modern Indonesian history, 
rather than as a personal view. There is a serious risk that his off-the-cuff judg-
ments will mislead a generation of new students of Indonesia.
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376 Robert Cribb

Nonetheless, despite its interpretative excesses, Vickers’s book is an exciting 
attempt to breathe fresh life into a general history of Indonesia. Chalmers offers 
a bold effort to restore attention to Indonesian discourses and to give historical 
depth to the discussion of contemporary Indonesia, while refusing to be bound 
by conventional historical narrative. Drakeley’s book, the most conventional of 
the three, is also notable for its unself-conscious inclusion of perspectives on gen-
der and daily life. Taken together, these three histories offer a strong basis for the 
future study of Indonesia.
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