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INTRODUCTION

In alandmark 1948 speech, Indonesia’s first vice president,
Mohammad Hatta, proclaimed, “The best policy to adopt is
one which does not make us the object of an international
conflict. On the contrary, we must remain the subject who
reserves the right to decide our own destiny and fight for
our own goal, which is independence for the whole of Indo-
nesia.”! While Hatta spoke of the Cold War and the choice of
aligning with either the Soviet Union or the United States,
his conception of Indonesia as rowing between two reefs
(mendayung antara dua karang) has remained a guiding
principle of Indonesian foreign policy in the decades since
the country’s independence.

As the world’s third-largest democracy, the larg-
est Muslim-majority nation, a founding member of the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), and a leading figure in the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Indonesia
has been characterized as a rising middle power and a cen-
tral player in the emergent Global South. As a sovereign coun-
try, Indonesia has pursued what analysts and policymakers
describe as a bebas aktif, or free and active, foreign policy—free
because the country does not side with world powers, and
active because it does not take passive or reactive stances on
global issues but does seek to operate in a diplomatic role.?

CENTER FOR STRATEGIC &

With a free and active foreign policy forming the root of
the country’s strategic culture, Indonesia has forged a path
of nonalignment, pursuing a strategy of what former Pres-
ident Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono described as “a million
friends and zero enemies.”® This has remained true even for
Indonesia’s outlook toward current geopolitical tensions
between the United States and China. Former President
Joko “Jokowi” Widodo held to it while in office from 2014
to 2024, and his successor Prabowo Subianto has adopted
his own spin on Yudhoyono’s mantra: “A thousand friends
are too few, one enemy is too many.™ But it remains to be
seen whether this approach will be sufficient in safeguard-
ing Indonesian interests while reducing the risk of conflict
and promoting peace and prosperity in the region.

HISTORY, GRIEVANCES, AND
ASPIRATIONS

Following Indonesia’s declaration of independence on August
17, 1945, the nation’s early strategic culture was defined by its
commitment to anticolonialism and its pursuit of agency and
sovereignty through diplomatic engagement. Foreign policy
in the early years under Sukarno, Indonesia’s first president,
was marked by efforts to secure international support for
Indonesia’s independence in the face of the Netherlands’
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campaign to reassert control over its former colonial subject.
Indonesia’s strategic culture in the decade following the con-
clusion of the Indonesian National Revolution in 1949 could
be characterized as being primarily invested in maintaining
itsindependence and showing it off on the global stage, rather
than attempting to achieve other objectives. By the mid-1950s,
Indonesia began to more actively use its international plat-
form to advance an anticolonial agenda, resulting in the land-
mark Asian-African Conference in Bandung in 1955 and the
subsequent establishment of the NAM in 1961.

Under Sukarno, anticolonialism was also a manifesta-
tion of his most pressing internal priority: countering the
centrifugal forces that threatened to split the new nation.
Unlike most of the newly independent states of Southeast
Asia, there was no precolonial polity or shared culture on
which to build an Indonesian national identity. Sukarno,
therefore, resisted calls to root the nation’s founding prin-
ciples in either Islam or the culture and language of Java,
where most of its citizens lived, reasoning that those would
only encourage disunity. Instead, the nation was founded
on a pluralistic creed, dubbed Pancasila, and an official lan-
guage that none of its citizens spoke at home, the simplified
Malay trade language now called Bahasa Indonesia.’

Official myth building was necessary to forge a sense
of national unity, but it also led Indonesia to pursue what
its leaders imagined to be their natural borders. One of
Indonesia’s first real forays into international affairs was
to force negotiations with the Netherlands, backed by
military threats, over the status of the Dutch half of New
Guinea, which led to the incorporation of the territories
into Indonesia as Irian Barat (now Papua). Then came a
low-level and ultimately unsuccessful military campaign,
dubbed Konfrontasi, to prevent the formation of Malaysia.
This was driven in part by Indonesia’s desire to incorporate
the former British colonies of Sabah and Sarawak, which
border its own Kalimantan region on the island of Borneo.
Indonesia would later invade Timor-Leste upon its inde-
pendence from Portugal to unify the island of Timor.

The ouster of President Sukarno and the transition to
the Suharto-led New Order regime in the mid-1960s led to
consequential shifts in Indonesia’s strategic culture and for-
eign policy. While still nominally neutral in the Cold War,
the Suharto government was avowedly anti-communist
and sought a “moderate, pragmatic approach to Indone-
sia’s serious economic problems,” which, in turn, led it to
improve ties with the United States and its allies in a bid

for much-needed investment and economic engagement.®
The Suharto era was also marked by the 1967 founding of
ASEAN, then consisting of Indonesia, Malaysia, the Phil-
ippines, Singapore, and Thailand.” The bloc was initially
established to stem the spread of communism in the region
and to prevent disagreements between the members from
breaking out into violence, as they had during Konfron-
tasi. The group proved quite successful at both, not least by
giving Indonesia a platform to advance its goal of regional
leadership without violence. ASEAN today forms the nom-
inal cornerstone of Indonesian foreign policy, with the
country repeatedly reaffirming the importance of “ASEAN
centrality,” even as the organization faces a multitude of
crises and strategic drift.®

The collapse of the Suharto government in 1998 and
the onset of the democratic reformasi period led to seis-
mic shifts in Indonesian policy, including the swift decen-
tralization of power from the national government to local
authorities and the redefining of Indonesia’s foreign policy
priorities to reflect the democratic transition.® The domes-
tic debate over the basis of Indonesian nationhood wid-
ened, and while the security services remained fixated on
perceived threats to national unity, the state made compro-
mises unthinkable during the Suharto years. Timor-Leste
was allowed to vote for independence in 1999 after decades
of insurgency, though the process was marred by vio-
lence.”® The westernmost province of Aceh, which calls
itself “Mecca’s veranda,” won special autonomy and the
right to impose sharia law in 2001 after a long insurgency."
The Papuan provinces were also granted special autonomy
that same year, but implementation was piecemeal, and
the insurgency there is arguably now stronger than ever."”
On the national level, Islamist parties were allowed to com-
pete in elections starting in 1999, and though their overall
vote share has remained relatively low, they have pulled
national politics steadily in their direction.”

Indonesia’s approach to foreign
affairs since the democratic
transition has walked a narrow
line between global pressures and
internal political dynamics.

Indonesia’s approach to foreign affairs since the dem-
ocratic transition has walked a narrow line between
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global pressures and internal political dynamics.** The
now-routine changes in administration in the country have
also contributed to the changing shape and nature of Indo-
nesia’s strategic culture.

President Yudhoyono, who served from 2004 to 2014,
was the first post-reformasi leader to really seek to elevate
Indonesia’s role in world affairs.”” He embraced Indone-
sia’s emergence as a middle power, particularly during its
hosting of the G20, as well as ASEAN and East Asia Sum-
mits during his tenure. Yudhoyono’s government sought,
among other objectives, to play a much more active role in
regional affairs, including in the South China Sea disputes
between fellow ASEAN members and China, and even
offered to send Indonesian peacekeepers when a border
dispute between Cambodia and Thailand turned violent.!
His successor, Jokowi, was by comparison less interested
in international affairs beyond the ability to attract foreign
investment. Prabowo, however, has a vision for Indone-
sia’s role in the world at least as ambitious as that of Yud-
hoyono. But despite their differences, across all periods of
Indonesia’s history, from the Sukarno and Suharto eras to
the reformasi period, the conception of a free and active
diplomacy has remained a critical guiding principle and
the foundation of Indonesia’s strategic culture.

NATIONAL DEBATE

Despite Indonesia’s vibrant democracy, public debate over
the role of the country on the international stage remains
limited. For instance, foreign policy issues were not a major
factor in the country’s 2024 presidential elections, with
many voters instead casting their ballots based on percep-
tions of the economy."”

The lack of a consistent public debate on Indonesia’s for-
eign policy is rooted in the fact that the general population
has remained consistent in its views of Indonesia’s core pri-
orities. In the Lowy Institute’s Indonesia Poll 2021, respon-
dents identified “protecting Indonesian citizens abroad,”
“strengthening the Indonesian economy,” and “protecting
the jobs of Indonesian workers” as the country’s top for-
eign policy priorities, nearly identical to the survey’s results
in 2011."® The survey revealed that “Indonesians also see
global and regional challenges as important goals, but place
a lower priority on them than domestic and trade-related
concerns,” with respondents identifying “strengthening
international institutions, peace and conflict resolution and
other related foreign policy goals as “fairly important’ rather

than ‘very important.””* These findings reflect the fact that
for most of Indonesia’s history, foreign policy was the baili-
wick of the country’s elites. While the post-reformasi period
has brought greater public interest in international affairs,
the democratization of Indonesian foreign policy remains
a gradual process.

Most Indonesian elites share similar foreign policy pri-
orities with the public. In the 2025 iteration of its annual
survey of Southeast Asian strategic elites (defined here as
policymakers, academics, civil society representatives, and
private sector executives), the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute
(ISEAS) found that Indonesian respondents generally iden-
tified “unemployment and economic recession,” “widening
socio-economic gaps and rising income disparity,” and “cli-
mate change and extreme weather events” as the primary
challenges facing the region.?® Where there are debates
within elite circles on issues related to foreign policy, such
as over how to triangulate Indonesia’s relationships with the
United States and China, disagreements are often grounded
in parochial domestic or economic considerations rather
than norms or values. By and large—and perhaps reflec-
tive of the “big-tent” governance style adopted by most of
Indonesia’s post-reformasi leaders—there is a considerable
degree of consensus among Indonesian elites on foreign
policy. With a few exceptions, the foreign policy platforms
of candidates in Indonesia’s 2024 presidential elections
were strikingly similar, each rooted in the country’s long-
standing bebas aktif approach.?

That both the public and elites view Indonesia’s for-
eign policy agenda as a corollary to a domestic economic
agenda in some ways reflects the country’s growing pains
as an emerging economy and its anxieties regarding eco-
nomic recovery following the Covid-19 pandemic. These
anxieties may in turn be compounded by the impact of the
second Trump administration’s trade agenda, with Wash-
ington announcing a 32 percent tariff on Indonesian goods
on “Liberation Day.”?? But this more focused definition of
Indonesia’s interests narrows the aperture of the coun-
try’s strategic culture, with Indonesian diplomats more
often serving as “salesmen” and as facilitators of trade and
investment rather than as emissaries for a more ambitious
foreign policy.%

Despite this dynamic, most Indonesian elites have a
bullish view of the country’s role in regional affairs. The
2025 ISEAS survey found that, when asked which ASEAN
member state has made the biggest contribution to the
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region’s development and progress, almost 80 percent of
Indonesian respondents selected Indonesia itself.>* And ina
2020 survey of strategic elites in Southeast Asia conducted
by CSIS, nearly 50 percent of Indonesian respondents iden-
tified their country as holding significant political power
and influence in the region, with this figure rising to over
60 percent when Indonesian respondents were asked to
identify countries that will hold significant political power
and influence in 2030.% Indonesian elites clearly evince a
degree of pride and optimism toward their country’s lead-
ership role in Southeast Asia, but this optimism exists in
tension with the fact that Indonesian foreign policy has for
the past decade been frequently described as “punching
under its weight.”26

ECONOMICS

Indonesia’s economy can be described as a mixed econ-
omy, one in which free market principles are balanced by
a degree of centralized economic planning, protectionist
impulses, and the outsized role of state-owned enterprises
(SOEs). This reflects a deep-seated pattern of economic
nationalism that grew out of the anticolonial struggle for
independence from the Netherlands, whose rule began not
under the Dutch government but the shareholders of the
Dutch East India Company. That legacy colored the eco-
nomic policies of both the Sukarno and Suharto admin-
istrations; the former flirted with Soviet-inspired central
planning, whereas the latter pursued Western-oriented
free market reforms, mainly for the benefit of a close
circle of cronies.

The country’s GDP is about $1.54 trillion, with an annual
growth rate of approximately 5 percent, as of 2023.%
Inequality remains a core challenge for Indonesia, with a
Gini coefficient of 38.3 and approximately 9.4 percent of
the population below the national poverty line in 2023.%
Unsurprisingly, economics are a key driver of Indonesian
foreign policy. This dynamic has sharpened in recent years,
with hopes for Indonesia’s demographic dividend balanced
against fears of falling into the middle-income trap inform-
ing the country’s economic statecraft and foreign policy.?

Indonesia’s abundance of natural resources means that
its exports are dominated by commodities and raw mate-
rials. Mineral products, including coal briquettes, petro-
leum gas, copper ore, and other materials, accounted for
more than 27 percent of Indonesia’s export value in 2022.%°
Animal and vegetable by-products are also a critical indus-

try, and Indonesia ranks as the world’s top exporter of palm
oil, which accounts for about 9 percent of the country’s
exports by value.® Indonesia’s top export destinations as
of 2022 were China (28.5 percent of overall export value),
the United States (9.7 percent), Japan (8.5 percent), India
(8.0 percent), and Malaysia (5.3 percent). Meanwhile, in
terms of imports, top partners as of 2022 were China (28.5
percent of overall import value), Singapore (8.2 percent),
Japan (7.2 percent), Malaysia (5.3 percent), and South Korea
(4.9 percent).*

The long-term viability of Indonesia’s reliance on the
export of raw commodities has come under increased
scrutiny from Jakarta in recent years, with the Jokowi
administration pursuing an ambitious—and controversial—
campaign to accelerate the country’s industrialization in a
bid to avoid the “resource curse.”* These efforts included
a 2020 ban on the export of nickel ore, a move primarily
aimed at encouraging companies to process the resource
onshore “so more value accrues to Indonesia.”** Indonesia
is the world’s top exporter of nickel, which is vital in many
industries, including batteries and electric vehicles.

This strain of resource nationalism, as well as a broadly
protectionist streak among Indonesian policymakers,
sometimes leads to incompatibility between Indonesian
foreign policy and international efforts toward trade
integration. While Indonesia played a leading role in the
establishment of the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP) agreement between the 10 ASEAN
countries and five of its dialogue partners, including China
and Japan, the country initially refrained from joining the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and its successor, the Com-
prehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP).?* Moreover, Indonesia has been
remarkably less ambitious than its peers when it comes to
next-generation trade frameworks, including those that its
ASEAN neighbors are pioneering in the digital space.*¢ But
Indonesia has lately shown an increased appetite for mul-
tilateral, rules-based trade arrangements, albeit not those
at the cutting edge. Jakarta joined the Biden administra-
tion’s modest Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Pros-
perity and has championed the ASEAN Digital Economy
Framework Agreement, which the grouping hopes to con-
clude by the end of 2025. Most importantly, the Prabowo
administration announced that Indonesia will finally bid
to join the CPTPP.
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GREAT POWER COMPETITION

In line with its free and active foreign policy, Indonesia has
firmly refused to take sides in great power competition,
with President Prabowo remarking, “Our guiding philos-
ophy is to be friends with all countries.”® Elite and public
opinion polls suggest this desire for balance is widely held.
The Lowy Institute’s 2021 survey indicated the United
States enjoyed more trust than China among the Indone-
sian public, but not by the considerable margins seen in
the Philippines or Vietnam, which are more directly con-
fronted by Chinese bullying.® Both Lowy’s public polling
and elite surveys by groups including ISEAS and the Foreign
Policy Community of Indonesia show a strong preference
to remain neutral in U.S.-China tensions.

In line with its free and active
foreign policy, Indonesia has
firmly refused to take sides in
great power competition, with
President Prabowo remarking,
“Our guiding philosophy is to be
friends with all countries.”

Thisisin partreflective ofthe strength of China-Indonesia
relations. The two sides upgraded their relationship to a
comprehensive strategic partnership in 2013, and China
has been Indonesia’s top trading partner for over a
decade.* China also routinely ranks as one of Indonesia’s
top sources of foreign investment and has played a key role
in infrastructure development through the Belt and Road
Initiative, developing the high-profile Jakarta-Bandung
high-speed rail project, among others.*® Public opinion sur-
veys conducted by Gallup in 2024 indicate that 29 percent
of Indonesians surveyed approved of China’s leadership
while 49 percent disapproved—compared to 24 percent of
respondents who approved of U.S. leadership and 58 per-
cent who disapproved.* China and Indonesia also share
a degree of alignment in international fora—across votes
in the UN General Assembly identified by the U.S. State
Department as being strategically significant to Washing-
ton, Indonesia and China maintained an average voting
coincidence of 78.3 percent between 2008 and 2024, in
contrast to Indonesia’s voting coincidence of 33.0 percent
with the United States in the same period.*

There are limits to this equanimity, however, and Indo-
nesians are not blind to potential threats—economic, envi-
ronmental, or military—particularly from China. While
Indonesians generally welcome Chinese trade and invest-
ment, and attracting more of it was probably the foremost
priority of the Jokowi administration, polling also shows
considerable anxiety about the environmental and social
tolls of irresponsible investment. Most citizens in Indone-
sia, like everywhere else, have relatively little time to worry
about geopolitics amid the struggles of daily life. But they
do see plenty of stories of exploitative business practices
by Chinese employers, importation of Chinese labor to con-
struct Belt and Road Initiative projects, and environmen-
tal crimes like the dumping of toxic tailings from Chinese
nickel mines into the sea.*

On the security front, Indonesia does not feel threat-
ened by China in the same way the Philippines or Vietham
do. But Indonesia is a party to the South China Sea disputes,
as much as Jakarta has traditionally denied it, and public
anger has risen as China has engaged in coercive behavior
at sea with increasing frequency. Public opinion appears to
be on the side of those, mainly in the security services, who
want a stronger response to this growing harassment. A
recent survey by the Indonesia Strategic and Defence Stud-
ies (ISDS) think tank showed that more than 70 percent of
members of the Indonesian defense community believe
Chinarepresents a military threat to Indonesia in the South
China Sea. Further, majorities support strengthening mili-
tary capabilities and working more closely with neighbors
and outside parties like the United States (in the latter case
by smaller margins) to confront that threat.*

It is also unclear how much impact the Israel-Hamas
war and the reelection of Donald Trump are having on
Indonesian perceptions of the United States or how lasting
the damage will be. Anecdotally, the image of the United
States in Indonesia has suffered since October 2023, but
there is no public polling and very little elite polling to
indicate by how much.* The damage is not likely to be as
severe as in neighboring Malaysia and Brunei, the other
two Muslim-majority states of Southeast Asia, but that
may be partly because the Palestinian cause, while salient,
does not have the same profile in Indonesia as it does in
Malaysia. Malaysia has hosted a Hamas representative office
for years, and it publicly supports the group. Meanwhile,
Indonesia has distanced itself from Hamas, allowing only a
Palestinian Liberation Organization office.
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Since the outset of the war in Gaza, the Malaysian gov-
ernment under Anwar Ibrahim has rallied public support
for Hamas and has condemned both Israel and the West
at large, while the Indonesian government has been more
measured. Indonesian officials have decried Israeli attacks
on civilians, especially on the Indonesian-run hospital in
Gaza, but have not publicly supported Hamas. They have
also been careful not to blame the United States directly for
Israel’s actions and have tried to try to keep the war from
poisoning U.S.-Indonesia relations. Jokowi, for instance,
had a state visit to the White House in 2023 that minimized
tensions over Gaza in favor of focusing on bilateral cooper-
ation.*¢ More recently, then-president-elect Prabowo pub-
licly welcomed a Biden administration ceasefire deal while
U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken thanked Prabowo for
Indonesia’s humanitarian assistance in Gaza.*

In keeping with its nonaligned foreign policy, Indonesia
has also tried to navigate Russia’s war in Ukraine without
entirely alienating either side.*® Indonesia maintains robust
relations with Russia, with the two countries upgrading
their relations to a strategic partnership in June 2025.% In
terms of economic relations, bilateral trade between Indo-
nesia and Russia amounted to $3.3 billion in 2023—the two
countries are also now in the process of negotiating a free
trade treaty between Indonesia and the Russian-led Eur-
asian Economic Union (EAEU).5° Russia has also historically
played a significant role in Indonesian defense procure-
ment, though this has ebbed and flowed in recent years due
to concerns within Jakarta regarding the threat of second-
ary sanctions under the Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA). Meanwhile, in terms of
public sentiment toward Russia, nationally representative
public opinion surveys conducted by Gallup in 2024 found
that 29 percent of Indonesian respondents approved of
Russia’s leadership and 48 percent disapproved—compared
to the 24 percent of respondents who approved of U.S.
leadership and the 58 percent who disapproved.* And in
the United Nations, across votes in the UN General Assem-
bly identified by the U.S. State Department as being stra-
tegically significant to Washington, Indonesia and Russia
maintained an average voting coincidence of 66.7 percent
between 2008 and 2024, in contrast to Indonesia’s voting
coincidence of 33.0 percent with the United States in
the same period.>

There is little polling to indicate how Indonesians feel
about the war, but anecdotal evidence suggests Russian

disinformation operations have found more success in
Indonesia than elsewhere in Southeast Asia, particularly
on TikTok. Many Indonesians appear to admire Russian
President Vladimir Putin for his perceived strength, though
there is no way of telling just how much of the population
shares such sentiments. The Indonesian government has
not supported sanctions on Russia and has continued to
buy Russian oil. But Indonesia supported three of the four
UN General Assembly resolutions condemning Russia,
abstaining only on the resolution to evict Russia from the
UN Human Rights Council.*?

Indonesia was hit particularly hard by the spike in food
and cooking oil costs that resulted from the Russian inva-
sion. As a result, Jokowi made stabilizing food and fuel
prices a major focus of his chairmanship of the G20 in
2022.>* He was determined to have both sides present at the
summit in Bali that fall and started by making unsuccess-
ful, and perhaps naive, trips to Kyiv and Moscow early in
the year.*® He succeeded, however, in promoting Indonesia
as an honest broker and obtaining enough representation
from each side at the G20 summit—Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov, but not President Vladimir Putin, for the Russians,
and a video address by President Volodymyr Zelensky for
Ukraine—that no one boycotted the meeting and the parties
could issue a joint communique. The breakthrough was
hardly major, but more than most international bodies
managed that year.

VISIONS OF GLOBAL ORDER

Much like other Global South countries, Indonesia holds a
mixed view of the rules-based international order, simulta-
neously benefiting from its institutions while also critiquing
such bodies for their perceived inequities. For instance,
Indonesia has long sought to advance the reform agenda in
the United Nations, with a central focus on “efforts to make
the Security Council more democratic and representa-
tive.”*¢ Despite widely shared criticisms of the UN Security
Council, Indonesia has remained firmly committed to the
United Nations. The Lowy Institute’s polling and elite sur-
veys from ISEAS show that Indonesian citizens and elites
prioritize the United Nations only slightly less than they do
ASEAN as a pillar of the nation’s foreign policy.>”
Indonesia has also played an unusually important role in
the development of the UN system. It did not get a say in the
original charter or the creation of the Security Council, but it
had a hand in creating most of what came after. For instance,
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Indonesia played aleading role among the Asian and African
states at the first two UN Conferences on the Law of the Sea in
1958 and 1960. Indonesia, alongside the Philippines, was the
first to advance the concept of an “archipelagic state” enti-
tled torights over its internal waters.* It refused to ratify any
conventions that did not include that new concept, champi-
oning it through to the conclusion of the UN Conference on
the Law of the Sea in 1982—a major victory over both Soviet
and Western opposition.

As the world’s largest archipelagic state, Indonesia con-
tinues to champion international maritime law. Its foremost
jurist on the subject, the late Hasjim Djalal, served as the
first president of the International Seabed Authority in
the mid-1990s and helped write the rules governing deep
seabed mining, which are prevalent in the news today. In
the South China Sea, until the Philippines filed its landmark
arbitration case in 2013, Indonesia had crafted the most
detailed legal arguments against the nine-dash line. Even
as Jokowi refused to publicly endorse the Philippine victory
in that arbitration, his government quietly incorporated
it into Indonesian domestic law, redrawing its maritime
claims maps in accordance with the court’s findings. On
this and many other fronts, Indonesia may prefer to argue
quietly behind closed doors rather than make public pro-
nouncements, but it is a firm champion of the international
laws it helped write.

Indonesia, like most in the Global South, seeks revi-
sions to the global order, particularly on economic matters.
This has led the country to pursue alternative diplomatic
frameworks rooted in cooperation with Global South coun-
tries. For instance, on the sidelines of the 2022 UN Climate
Change Conference (COP27) summit in Sharm el-Sheikh,
Egypt, Indonesia signed a rainforest protection pact
with Brazil and the Democratic Republic of the Congo—
collectively home to more than half of the world’s tropi-
cal rainforests.> Indonesia has also spearheaded dialogue
among fellow middle powers through the MIKTA grouping
(Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey, and Australia),
providing these countries with a platform for enhanced
cooperation and mutual understanding.5® But Indone-
sia’s appetite for alternative diplomatic arrangements and
institutions outside of its role in ASEAN, which remains the
cornerstone of the country’s foreign policy, has its limits:
Following months of speculation, Indonesia in August 2023
politely refused an invitation to join BRICS (Brazil, Russia,
India, China, South Africa), which would have been seen as

an endorsement of China’s preferred structures over those
of the West.® Although the Prabowo administration later
reversed this decision and announced Indonesia’s intent to
join BRICS in October 2024, continued public debate on the
challenges and risks associated with the grouping demon-
strates a lack of consensus on the matter within Indonesia’s
strategic elite.®

In tandem with its engagement with BRICS, Indonesia
has also actively sought membership in the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). It
has explicitly framed its membership bid as offering the
OECD the “existence of the voice of the Global South” in
the grouping, demonstrating Indonesia’s preference for
leveraging its middle-power status to reform, revise, and
improve global rules-based institutions rather than break
them altogether.® These efforts also signify Indonesia’s
perspective that while ASEAN remains the cornerstone of
the country’s foreign policy, more is better as it relates to
channels of diplomatic engagement.

RECENT ACTIONS

Indonesia’s alignment in the global order and its role on
the international stage rest at a nexus. Following 10 years of
relatively anemic foreign policy under President Widodo,
the transition to the Prabowo administration presents an
opportunity for Indonesia to take on a more ambitious role
both regionally and globally. While the apparent sidelining
of the Indonesian Foreign Ministry in the policy process in
favor of a more personalistic leadership style under Pra-
bowo poses a risk to the country’s pursuit of its foreign
policy goals, the myriad challenges that Indonesia now
faces in the region could force Jakarta to reimagine and
retool its role in international affairs. This could prove most
visible in ASEAN, where Indonesia is often seen as a natural
leader given its size and economic heft but has been some-
what absent during the last decade.

Moving beyond talk to action will
require a constellation of Southeast
Asian states pushing at the leader
level, with Indonesia a necessary
component of any such effort.

However, ASEAN has been in a funk for more than a
decade, undermining its oft-stated “centrality” in regional
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affairs.5* The grouping has made virtually no progress on
political and security crises, either within itself (the crisis in
Myanmar) or between members and external parties (the
South China Sea or the Mekong River). On the economic
front, ASEAN has had considerable success on traditional
issues like reducing barriers to trade and labor mobility,
but it has lacked ambition on other issues, including the
digital economy. Indonesia has been a leading proponent
of a more ambitious ASEAN agenda on issues as diverse as
Myanmar and ethics related to artificial intelligence. But
moving beyond talk to action will require a constellation
of Southeast Asian states pushing at the leader level, with
Indonesia a necessary component of any such effort.

The South China Sea is one area where Indonesia has
become progressively more engaged but still punches below
its weight. China’s nine-dash line overlaps with Indonesia’s
exclusive economic zone. Since the early 1990s, Indonesia
has struggled to confront state-sanctioned and often coast
guard-escorted fishing fleets from China operating illegally
within its waters. During Jokowi’s first term, from 2014 to
2019, Fisheries Minister Susi Pudjiastuti publicly called out
China’s behavior as part of her campaign to crack down
on illegal fishing, and on several occasions the Indonesian
coast guard had violent run-ins with Chinese fishers and
law enforcement vessels.%® In more recent years, Jokowi
was forced to fly to Natuna Besar—the northernmost point
of Indonesian territory bordering the South China Sea—and
order a flyover of Indonesian fighter jets to convince China
to withdraw a large fishing fleet that lingered for weeks in
Indonesian waters.5¢

Despite these incidents, when not compelled by a major
news cycle, Jokowi and the Indonesian foreign ministry pre-
ferred to keep quiet on the South China Sea tensions. The
Indonesian security services, however, reached a turning
point in late 2021. That year, Indonesia began exploratory
drilling to develop a new offshore gas block at the southern
edge of the nine-dash line. China responded by sending
coast guard vessels to harass the rig and its supply ships,
forcing the Indonesian navy and coast guard to deploy
several ships to protect the rig.” There was no violence,
but the cat-and-mouse game went on for three months. In
the end, Indonesia succeeded in developing the new gas
block. Indonesian coast guard and navy officials have been
more vocal on the issue ever since, including calling for
greater coordination with fellow Southeast Asian claim-

ants. This bred hopes that as president, Prabowo, who
served as defense minister during Jokowi’s second admin-
istration, might give the security services more room to
deepen maritime cooperation with others and push back
on China’s bullying.

On that front, messages have so far been mixed. Indo-
nesian and Chinese vessels engaged in a weeks-long stand-
off in October 2024—Prabowo’s first month in office—and
security services were for the first time allowed to publish
videos and photos of Chinese aggression. But a month later,
Prabowo visited Beijing and signed a joint statement that
offered to share resources in disputed waters of the South
China Sea, shocking his own foreign policy apparatus.
In less than 48 hours, the foreign ministry clarified that
Indonesia does not recognize any legally disputed waters
with China, making the joint statement a dead letter. But
the result has been whiplash and confusion on Prabowo’s
approach to Beijing. In the end, Prabowo still seems
unlikely to make any major shifts in navigating U.S.-China
tensions. He will likely seek to defend Indonesian sover-
eignty without alienating China or breaching Indonesia’s
traditional policy of non-alignment.

CONCLUSION

A free and active diplomacy-or, to use the favored meta-
phor, rowing between two reefs—has served as the bedrock
for Indonesia’s strategic culture and foreign policy since
independence. That role is unlikely to change despite how
great power competitions has limited the middle ground on
which Indonesia hopes to stand. Like most middle powers
of the Global South, Indonesia is concerned primarily with
preserving its agency and pursuing its national interests,
not picking a geopolitical camp. As it did in the Cold War,
Indonesia will align most closely with the power that best
serves its interests, but the relationship will never be exclu-
sive. The only factor that could change this situation would
be overt aggression from China (not just gray zone coer-
cion by coast guard and militia vessels), which is unlikely.
Indonesia is an emergent power on the world stage, one
whose support will be necessary to advance an agenda on
most global challenges. The United States must strengthen
its soft power advantages in Indonesia, work with Jakarta
where interests overlap, allow space for Indonesian leaders
tobuck U.S. preferences when they must, and minimize the
impact of those disagreements. ®
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