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The spectacle of demonstrations in urban streets and squares often captures more attention than the 

actual changes that follow. How do social movements construct public spaces that are coherent with 

the public sphere? What kind of physical spaces are needed to sustain spaces of resistance? This paper 

revisits Castells’ city and the grassroots, along with the notions of the right to the city and alternative 

development. Three cases in Jakarta will be featured to demonstrate how grassroots activism in the city 

transforms along with urban spaces. The activists’ retreat from protests to micro-activities within commu-

nities such as neighbourhood improvements and socio-economic training reflects the consciousness 

to improve material conditions, without which the reform would be incomplete. Spaces of resistance 

require continuous grassroots activism that directly impacts the human condition, beyond post-revolution 

abstract notions of social and political reform. 
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In May 1998, thousands took to the streets of  Jakarta to demand President Suharto’s 
resignation. Corruption under the 32-year regime had been rampant for decades. 
Crackdowns on street mobilisation were the accepted norm until the 1997 economic 
crisis propelled a drastic increase in demonstrations, resulting in violent clashes 
between the protestors and the authorities. The tension culminated in the shooting 
of  five students at a Trisakti University demonstration on 12 May 1998, followed by a 
riot that paralysed the city for several days.

Despite the city’s paralysis, protests resumed after a few days. Suharto’s public 
refusal to step down was followed by students’ invasion of  the Parliament Complex 
on 19 May 1998. Many sat on the twin domes of  the Parliament Building and refused 
to leave until Suharto resigned. Students cheered with joy over Suharto’s resignation 
speech on 21 May 1998, and many jumped into the pool in the Parliament Complex 
to celebrate their triumph.

Fifteen years after the 1998 Reform Movement, the context of  social and polit-
ical activism has changed significantly, and so have public sentiments against them 
(Nyman, 2006; Crouch, 2010). While much attention has been given to post-reform 
political and social changes, there has been less attention given to analysing whether 
the reform has transformed urban spaces sufficiently to both reflect and shape 
the attainment of  citizens’ rights (Friedmann and Douglass, 1998). How do social 
movements construct public spaces that are coherent with the public sphere? What 
kind of  physical spaces are needed to sustain spaces of  resistance? In answering these 
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questions, this paper features the cases of  three activist groups in Jakarta on their 
construction of  the urban space for mobilisation: a human rights group, a women’s 
activist group and an urban poor activist group. 

The analysis will explore the relationship between urban space and social movements 
in two ways. First is through the trajectories of  development and urban transforma-
tion in Jakarta, whereby control measures imposed by the political and social elites are 
reviewed. Second is through the utilisation of  urban public spaces in social mobilisation, 
whereby encounters between the authorities and social movement activists on the streets 
are examined. Compiled from years of  field observation and ethnographic interviews 
with various activists, journalists, onlookers, passers-by, businesses and representatives 
of  the authorities, these encounters indicate that the transformation of  control and 
resistance contributes to the changing pattern of  urban activism in Jakarta. 

Locating the grassroots in the production of space

The inseparability of  society and space has repeatedly been emphasised by urbanists 
(Lefebvre, 1974; 2003; Castells, 1984; 1996; Mitchell, 2003; Douglass, Ho and Ooi, 2002). 
Social change is inherently spatial, and urban spaces are both social and physical. Calls 
to change life and society mean nothing without the appropriate space, but the right 
to ‘make and remake’ the city is the ‘most neglected’ human right (Lefebvre, 1968; 
1974). Radical transformation of  the political landscape usually involves a demand for 
immediate social change during mobilisation, such as the resignation of  the President. 
In practice, the dominant regime that has reigned for decades asserts its ideologies 
spatially. Such can be witnessed during Suharto’s regime, as its ideologies were forcefully 
asserted into Indonesia’s urban spaces, especially in Jakarta, the capital city. Aspatial 
approaches of  social transformations often result in contradictions between the goals of  
socio-political reform and the continuation of  urban development ideologies. 

The challenge in reforming urban development ideologies is that these ideologies 
are intrinsically embedded in the physical built environment that members of  the civil 
society experience every day. Extreme ideological collisions with the aspirations of  the 
civil society can result in clashes between protestors and the authorities. However, many 
contradictions remain subtle because they penetrate into society’s everyday lives, and 
are thus left unopposed. One major contradiction is the conversion of  urban land into 
exchangeable private property, which is sowing the seed of  domination by big corpora-
tions and conglomerates that are increasingly intensifying their land acquisition efforts. 
These developments often displace societies and impose limitations on public activities 
in and around them. Coupled with images of  aspired good life and lifestyles, the mega-
projects become icons of  development and growth rather than symbols of  displacement. 

Meanwhile, protests usually directed towards the state tend to demand social 
change instead of  questioning the increasing corporatisation of  the city (Fried-
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mann, 1998). This disjuncture does not mean that there is no scholarly critique on 
the domination of  corporations on urban life. Political scientists have studied benign 
sectors, such as health, education and water in which corporatisation and private 
capital have established their roots. Political ecologists have in turn examined issues 
of  privatisation of  natural resources and of  their impacts on the livelihoods of  urban 
residents. Both sets of  studies review the continuous promotion of  market reform and 
private sector participation in development projects by financial institutions, leading 
towards irreversible control by transnational actors over sectors that are vital to human 
life (Carroll, 2012; Goldman, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2005; Finger and Allouche, 2002). 
Critical urban theorists argue that these trends are manifested in the physical realm 
of  cities (Harvey, 2006; Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Smith, 1998). Yet, the question 
remains: what can people do? 

Here, it is useful to revisit Manuel Castells’ The City and the Grassroots (1984). In this 
particular work, he looked at social movements in the 1960s and 1970s in European 
cities and how mobilisation occurred through three levels of  urban activism – collective 
consumption, cultural identity and local politics – to bring about transformation of  urban 
meanings. These are urban movements that are rooted in particular communities and 
neighbourhoods. Castells later argued that places were no longer bases of  social power 
due to the increasing domination of  globalisation (Castells, 1996; Mayer, 2006). However, 
the original thought of  grassroots in the city making actual changes was dismissed too 
soon (Mayer, 2006). Social mobilisations are still occurring in cities. Clashes of  ideologies 
in the urban landscape and the higher density of  contradictory meaning and physical 
environment in urban areas make cities fertile grounds for revolution (Lefebvre, 2003). 
Still, the challenge in analysing urban social movements lies in the existence of  two 
powerful trends in the contemporary movement landscape (Mayer, 2006).

Firstly, community-based organising has been increasingly entangled with service 
delivery and capacity building programs that work with the state (Mayer, 2006). One 
could argue that communities could also synergise with the private sector, which may be 
able to provide direct services and perks. While these practices may reduce the friction 
among the civil society, corporations and the state, there is also a concern whether social 
movement ideals are being negated for immediate service delivery and material provi-
sion. Secondly, transnational linkages have absorbed urban movements into mobilising 
under the umbrella of  a global agenda. But such actions may also have actual implica-
tions on local developments because social movements require opportunities, resources 
and identities that are rooted in local spatial contexts. Additionally, it is also important to 
note the growing role of  social media in current mobilisations, especially in increasingly 
networked urban social movements that can transcend beyond geographical boundaries 
(Lim, 2006; Herold and Marolt, 2011; Mayo, 2005). 

All trends are still subjected to an urban development trajectory that is overshad-
owed by big corporations. Even social movements that rely on social media usually 
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work towards real social impacts that are affected by the forms and assemblages of  
spaces in the city. The domination of  corporatised landscape in cities, especially 
Asian cities that grew rapidly in the post-colonial period, has often undermined the 
importance of  public welfare (Douglass, 2014, this issue). The expansion of  privatised 
landscapes in the form of  mega-projects and shopping malls renders associational 
life and participatory decision-making less important than the aspiration to achieve 
consumptive lifestyles. In other words, the notion of  the public city is increasingly 
being overwhelmed by the emerging privatised city.

Jakarta: the course of urban development 

Mega-projects, segregation and community displacements do not exclusively repre-
sent the privatised city, but they indubitably reflect the landscape of  power in 
decision-making in the city. In Jakarta’s urban landscape, the ruling national regime’s 
ideological domination has always been present. Before independence, the colonial 
government segregated ethnic groups and differentiated the area and urban services 
for Europeans and locals (Santoso, 2010). During the Sukarno era (1945–1966), the 
prioritisation of  the ‘ivory tower’ developments through the rhetoric of  nationalism 
justified the mega-projects and monuments, but many people in the city continued 
to remain poor without adequate basic infrastructure (Ardhiati, 2005; Kusno, 2000; 
Althusser, 2001; CIA, n.d.). 

Monumental developments in the city reproduced the contradiction between the 
President’s populist image and the poor material conditions of  the people. Social 
movements and street mobilisations in the city were inseparable from the interests of  
the state, and President Sukarno himself  framed his political statements as representa-
tive of  the people’s interests. The Senayan Sports Complex, at the site of  the IKADA 
field where Sukarno held his general audience with the people, was one of  the nation-
alist-themed mega-projects in the city to host the 1962 Asian Games (Ardhiati, 2005; 
Kusno, 2000). An estimated 60,000 residents were displaced from four villages to clear a 
development of  300 hectares. In more general terms, urban spaces that were produced 
under the state’s functioning political, communications and cultural ideologies alienated 
people from the material conditions of  existence (Althusser, 2001; Kusno, 2000).

While Sukarno portrayed himself  as a populist and anti-capitalist figure, he aslo 
portrayed himself  as the Father of  Development and welcomed foreign investors and 
international trade. Indonesia experienced ten-fold GDP growth from 1965 to 1980 
due to the oil boom, from which Jakarta absorbed most of  its resources. The main 
Thamrin–Sudirman corridor in Jakarta was developed as the main business district with 
a stretch of  skyscrapers hosting large-scale businesses as emblems of  development and 
modernity (Kusumawijaya, 1990; Kusno, 2000). Indonesian cities, including Jakarta, 
underwent intensive export-oriented industrialisation with the growing development 



Reform, resistance and empowerment at the grassroots in Jakarta 37

of  industrial belts in the outskirts of  the cities. Although the oil wealth dwindled in the 
mid-1980s, urban development in Jakarta continued to expand aggressively – more real 
estate developments, new towns, shopping malls – despite many people in Jakarta still 
lacking basic infrastructure services (Douglass, 2010; Rimmer and Dick, 2009). 

Jakarta’s development under Suharto’s New Order regime reflected Indonesia’s 
transformation into a neo-liberal state that prioritised a ‘good business climate’ over 
social well-being as means of  inducing maximum capital accumulation (Harvey, 2006, 
25). Like many cities with a growing role in the global circulation of  capital, Jakarta’s 
urban spaces were subjected to social inequality, uneven development and political 
inequality (Shatkin, 2012; Friedmann, 1995; Smith, 2008). 

The state’s access to means of  violence ensures control over consciousness-
building in the public domain. It was hardly surprising that social movements under 
the Suharto regime were largely suppressed, especially those against the government 
(Alatas, 1998; Anderson, 1991; 1993; Liddle, 1992). It was only in the first decade 
of  the New Order, up to the repression during campus unrest in 1977–1978, that 
students continued to organise protests against corruption, elections and the building 
of  the Taman Mini entertainment park, but they were not against the New Order in 
general (Aspinall, 2005; Lane, 2007). Afterwards, the built environment became places 
of  violence whenever opposition groups exercised their right to voice. Besides direct 
crackdowns on street protests, activists’ disappearance during the Suharto regime 
was common. Events in public spaces were limited to official celebrations, such as the 
annual Development Parade along the Thamrin–Sudirman corridor. 

With unequal landscapes of  power and ideological domination entrenched in the 
built environment, it is difficult for the public to recapture citizens’ rights. Recognising 
the right to voice, the right to difference and the right to human development is partic-
ularly useful in understanding the rise of  the civil society in the city (Friedmann and 
Douglass, 1998, 2). None of  the post-independence regimes until the 1998 Reform 
Movement allowed civil society to assert itself  in public spaces. Spaces were built and 
constructed in the interests of  the elites, the state and corporations. A conscious civil 
society was regarded as an impediment to the dominance of  other interests in the 
production of  urban space.

Democratic change and social movements: understanding 
the dynamics

The first political demonstration after the economic crisis of  1997 was organised by 
the women of  the Voices of  Concerned Mothers (Suara Ibu Peduli) in February 1998. 
The protest was staged at Bundaran Hotel Indonesia, the central traffic circle of  the 
city. The number of  participants dwindled from 100 to 16 women over the course of  a 
two-month planning effort because of  the perceived risks involved. While the demon-
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stration lasted only 30 minutes while three women were immediately arrested, the 
women’s protest opened the door for subsequent waves of  protests against the regime 
that eventually led to President Suharto’s downfall. 

The 1998 Reform Movement spurred the citizens’ belief  in the spatial expression of  
their right to voice, which includes the occupation of  physical public spaces as an expres-
sion of  the public sphere (Low and Smith, 2006; Habermas, 2001). Heated debates 
emerged over the passing of  Law 9/1998 on the use of  public spaces for demonstra-
tions, which afterwards became the legal ground for demonstrations. The 1998 Reform 
Movement also resulted in the birth of  various non-governmental organisations and 
community-based organisations that became the stronghold of  grassroots movements.

Demonstrations in Jakarta are now much smaller in number of  participants, but 
higher in frequency. Currently, there is at least one demonstration every day (Jakarta 
Metro Police, December 2007). Under the Suharto regime, protestors were concerned 
about their safety. However, safety has now become the concern of  nearby businesses. 
Big protests still occur periodically, such as every Labour Day on May 1 or when there 
are issues that gain much public attention and emotions, such as education law reform 
in 2003 or labour law reform in 2006. In several interviews with representatives of  
major businesses surrounding Bundaran Hotel Indonesia there was acknowledgement 
that they have had to shut the entrances facing the roundabout during big protests, 
for ‘safety precautions’. As the size of  each demonstration shrank and its frequency 
increased, it has become harder for protestors to attract the sympathy of  observers 
and passers-by. Karlina Supelli, who was arrested soon after the Voices of  Concerned 
Mothers’ protest in February 1998, says, ‘Now everybody can talk about anything, 
anywhere, anytime. […] In a situation when everyone has the room to speak, demon-
strations [are] no longer an effective thing’ (Interview, December 2007).

The decline in support for protests occurs alongside the increasing number of  
commercialised developments in Jakarta in recent years. At least 21 mega-projects 
had been approved from 2003 to 2010, featuring combinations of  shopping malls, 
high-end residential, commercial and recreational facilities. With new commercial 
developments as large as 33.2 million square metres, Jakarta’s current urban devel-
opment trends largely emphasise the expansion of  spaces for capital accumulation 
(Herlambang, 2010; Kusno, 2010). The transfer of  the management of  social spaces to 
the private sector causes the activities in these spaces to be geared towards consump-
tion, resulting in the inevitable decline of  the public domain. These glamorous devel-
opments stand in stark contrast with demonstrations on the streets that usually focus 
on those who are forgotten in these trends (Mitchell, 2003; Cuthbert and McKinnell, 
1997). Maintaining beauty, order and safety becomes a justification to fortress public 
spaces and communities with physical gates, making protests irrelevant to urban 
growth (Lim, 2004; Douglass, Ho and Ooi, 2002; Davis, 2002; Sangkoyo, 1999).

The disenchantment with demonstrations as an expression of  democracy signifies the 
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fragmentation between the public space and the public sphere. An office employee in his 
thirties who passes by Bundaran Hotel Indonesia every day claimed that protestors seem to 
have ‘nothing better to do’ other than to protest during office hours. He considered them 
a nuisance because they caused traffic jams. This sentiment, which is commonly found 
in Jakarta, shows that within a decade the idealist view of  demonstrations as freedom of  
speech has been reduced to a perceived impediment to economically productive activities 
such as employment and transport. There is also the possibility that those who openly 
promoted the use of  urban public spaces as spatial expressions of  freedom of  speech 
still maintain their view but become less vocal. The 1998 Reform Movement highlighted 
democracy and freedom of  speech, but failed to transform the ideologies into the urban 
planning realm. Hence, although demonstrations have become legal, the increasing 
corporatisation of  space around demonstration sites makes for a stark contradiction. 

While the right to voice opinions may be achieved to the extent that protestors are 
less likely to be persecuted, the rights to difference and the rights to human flourishing 
are far from being adequately fulfilled. Continuing expansion of  consumption spaces 
encourages residents to spend their time within corporatised public spaces that empha-
sise leisure, entertainment and increasingly apolitical identity-building activities. The 
notion of  the public space is further detached from the public sphere, increasingly 
widening the gap between the public sphere and the physical-spatial realm (Low and 
Smith, 2006). Furthermore, sustained social inequalities compromises a fully functioning 
public sphere as the civil society is limited to opinion-making and not decision-making 
(Fraser, 1990). Finally, the contradiction between democratic ideals and the enduring 
gap of  the urban inhabitants’ living conditions portrays the right to voice as being ‘irrel-
evant’. This leads to the widespread notion that those exercising their freedom of  speech 
have ‘nothing better to do’, as the protestors themselves are unable to improve their 
own material conditions. Traffic efficiency and productive office hours as measures of  
improvement become at odds with the freedom of  expression.

Having understood the contradictory nature of  urban development trajectory and 
urban social movements, how do public protests survive this ideological condemnation 
of  urban irrelevance? Despite the police rule against using Bundaran Hotel Indonesia for 
demonstrations due to traffic reasons, citizens continue to express their voices there (see 
Figure 1). Corporations increasingly use the space for marketing and even state institu-
tions have adopted ‘protest-like’ strategies for their own campaigns (see Figure 2). 

To understand the impact of  urban development trajectory on public protests, 
there needs to be a more detailed examination of  the activist groups and their 
conscious choice of  strategies. The following are three cases of  grassroots movements 
that have evolved through time from 1998 to the present day. These cases are selected 
because they represent links from the 1998 Reform ideologies and social movement 
strategies. In addition to highlighting how each group uses protests as an integral part 
of  their movements, each case will also depict how its activism has changed over the 
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years. The three cases show how urban social movements build the large umbrella 
of  national political reform, and subsequently translate the reform agenda into local 
activism. This process allows social movements and public protests to survive in an 
increasingly corporatised urban landscape.

Activism in transformation: from protests to projects in 
practice

The Voices of  Concerned Mothers was born a few months after the 1997 economic 
crisis started. The group quickly gained attention through post-February 1998 demon-
stration media-profiling and their continuous involvement in the Reform Movement. 

Figure 1 Demonstration by Lapindo 
mud flow victims, 28 June 2007 
(source: author)

Figure 2 Demonstration-style anti-
corruption campaign by Jakarta 
Province Prosecutor’s Office at 
Bundaran Hotel Indonesia, 10 
December 2007 (source: author)
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The group started as a women’s advocacy group that ran seminars and workshops 
on starting small businesses for women from the lower economic class in the Jakarta 
metropolitan area. Members of  the group also helped one another establish coopera-
tives to finance the women’s businesses. 

The organisation became a place for them to gain awareness and develop suffi-
cient curiosity to solve their problems. It was a platform to to relieve women from 
everyday life burdens and to make them aware that they were not alone. ‘[M]ore 
than that, they are curious why these problems are never ending’ (Pujiwati and Upik, 
2007, 1). Most of  these women were homemakers who had to manage their household 
expenses. When the 1997 crisis brought the US dollar to skyrocket more than five-fold, 
the prices of  basic necessities went up. Through these gatherings, they became more 
aware that affordability was not just a personal problem. 

During the 1998 Reform Movement, the women joined with others from Kalyana-
mitra, a women’s non-governmental organisation in South Jakarta to provide student 
protestors with food and drinks (Media Indonesia, 1998; Kompas, 1998). They cooked 
and delivered the food to students who were camping at the Parliament Complex. 
Investing their feelings and beliefs in the students, the women saw the students as their 
own children who needed proper meals and drinks. 

In the early years after the 1998 Reform, demonstrations remained their main 
advocacy strategy to address the impact of  national policies on a household’s everyday 
life. The women expressed their right to voice by expanding their nurturing image 
beyond the home, to become ‘concerned mothers of  the nation’ (Budianta, 2003). 
Framing their protests as ‘from the heart’, the women recalled fond memories of  
participating in the protests, such as the one against rising electricity prices, when 
they brought kitchen tools to Bundaran Hotel Indonesia. They felt the support of  the 
authorities and the public during their protests and they assumed that it was because 
they brought the concerns of  the home to the public. 

Although the women are proud of  their protest experiences, in 2007 they no longer 
staged public demonstrations, which required a lot of  effort and financial resources. 
‘After taking so much energy and cost, we still didn’t get what we asked. So we thought 
we’d better focus our efforts in our works with the communities.’ Hence, the women 
now focus their activities on practical ways to address the economic hardship of  
housewives by helping them to find jobs or providing them loans through cooperatives 
(Pujiwati and Upik, 2007, 3). The lack of  support and reaction from the state towards 
their protests served as a jarring contradiction to the real social and economic changes 
they strived to achieve. Rather than continuing to voice their demands through 
protests, they returned to on-the-ground grassroots activities with the objective of  
achieving small-scale changes that are more materially observable. 

Like the Voices of  Concerned Mothers, Jakarta Citizens’ Forum (FAKTA) also has 
traces of  the 1998 Reform Movement in its origin. It was formed in 2000 as a forum 
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that voiced the concerns of  the poor in Jakarta, with the vision of  ‘building a clean, 
participatory, and transparent local government in Jakarta’. They see themselves as 
an ‘alternative city board’ that puts forth the interests of  the ‘forgotten’ citizens who 
have been left behind by the local parliament. 

FAKTA provides training and space for neighbourhood meetings. Based in a house 
in Kalimalang, East Jakarta, the group members describe themselves as partners of  
street vendors, the disabled, trash pickers, urban poor, pedicab drivers, sex workers, 
public transportation drivers, market workers and street children. Their base, a 
two-storey house, is owned by an anonymous sympathiser. Their community radio, 
Suara Warga Jakarta/SWJ (Voices of  Jakarta Citizens), was also based in the house 
before the frequency was taken over by the police radio in 2007.

FAKTA also provides support through their pro bono lawyers, who help the poor 
file lawsuits when their rights have been breached. For example, FAKTA was involved 
in class action lawsuits against the Jakarta governor for the floods of  2002 and 2007. 
Although the results were not in their favour, the poor became aware that the problems 
were systemic in nature and that they had the right to file the suits. The lawsuits were 
exercises in consciousness-building among the urban poor, as they come to realise the 
social and environmental inequalities of  the city as unfulfilled citizens’ rights.

Like the Voices of  Concerned Mothers, the early members of  FAKTA came from 
the 1998 Reform Movement, namely the Jakarta Social Institute, which was closely 
involved in advocacy and legal support for the activists. They often used protests as 
their strategy to bring the issues of  the poor to the public forefront. 

That time, we protested against demolition and displacement of  the poor. On a 
Human Rights Day, during the early years after Reform… we went to HI (Bundaran 
Hotel Indonesia), circling HI, standing at HI… Those who were displaced were all 
poor. So, we framed it as human rights, that everyone had the right to decent housing, 
that the government is authoritarian, ruthless. We framed it that way, so that we get 
support from the middle class… We brought residents there, not just one commu-
nity, but several communities who had the experience of  displacement… We gathered 
people who had been displaced or would be displaced. We marched… (Azas Tigor 
Nainggolan, interview, November 2007)

In their everyday activities, FAKTA provides space for community gathering. 
Local community members could become radio broadcasters, for which training and 
opportunities were provided so they could do their own broadcast with the SWJ radio. 
All broadcasters were part-timers; some of  them were fried rice and satay vendors 
who did their business in the evening. Those who participated more in community 
activities usually became more active in protests as well.

The challenge is… we have to have courage. Like myself, I was usually asked to do a 
speech. I would think: Do I have the courage to do that? I was afraid that I would make 
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a mistake. I was worried that I would say wrong things. If  I said something wrong, I was 
worried that I would be arrested. […]. Now that I look back, when I started talking, 
speaking, criticising the government, wow… I don’t understand how I could have been 
so brave. (Sumiati, FAKTA community member, November 2007)

Nainggolan and other regular members of  FAKTA see themselves as a ‘radical’ 
group with no fear to challenge the powerful to demand for the rights of  the urban 
poor. Nevertheless, they also admit that recently they have been organising fewer 
protests compared to before 2007. Nainggolan claims that FAKTA’s advocacy style has 
changed since the change of  governorship in 2007. ‘I found [the previous governor] 
Sutiyoso to be an authoritarian leader who disliked dialogue, but there were other 
good bureaucrats we could talk to in his administration’, he said of  the previous 
governor. In 2009, FAKTA published a book, Governor for Citizens (Gubernur Bela Warga), 
with Governor Fauzi Bowo, Sutiyoso’s successor, outlining the urban poor’s expecta-
tions from the governor’s administration.

FAKTA’s retreat from protests inherently indicated a conscious choice of  strategy 
that would most likely bring tangible outcomes. The characterisation of  Governor 
Sutiyoso as a ruthless governor worked internally to mobilise the community to fight 
for a common cause. However, the extreme framing of  the Governor might have 
distanced the movement’s opinion from those who benefitted from the governor’s 
policies and projects. In 2005, publisher Pustaka Cerdasindo launched a book on 
Sutiyoso’s achievements in Jakarta. Titled Jakarta Megapolitan: Kreasi dan Inovasi Sutiyoso, 
the book celebrated his interventions in the urban landscapes of  Jakarta, including the 
fencing of  Medan Merdeka Park, the redevelopment of  Bundaran Hotel Indonesia that 
reduced dry fountain surface for protestors, and the bus rapid transit system. 

These projects upgraded order and cleanliness of  public spaces, but they reduced 
urban landscapes for public expressions of  Jakarta’s growing civil society activism. 
Characterising such projects and leadership as ruthless might have distanced the 
protestors’ view from the observers’ at Bundaran Hotel Indonesia, one of  the upgraded 
areas. FAKTA viewed Fauzi Bowo as a more approachable governor, but there was a 
continuously increasing gap between the ideal urban public spaces for an active civil 
society and the apoliticisation of  urban landscapes through beautification. Urban 
activism and protests were pitted against beautiful, clean and orderly public spaces, 
leading to the decreasing public empathy towards protestors.

For activists and groups who work on socio-economic issues in the city, moving to 
community and economic efforts was a strategic choice when the state is non-respon-
sive to their demands for urban improvement. However, protest demands to the 
national government for political change may be harder to translate into community-
based local interventions in urban spaces. 

An example of  national-level political protests in Jakarta is the Kamisan movement 
that has staged weekly protests since 18 January 2006. Families, relatives, friends and 
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also activists who have suffered from unresolved human rights violations formed the 
group. After the 1998 Reform, they had been tirelessly lobbying the parliament to call 
for a thorough investigation of  three cases whereby student activists had been killed by 
the authorities during demonstrations: Trisakti (12 May 1998), Semanggi I (November 
1998) and II (September 1999) (Melawan Pengingkaran, 2006, 175). 

The Parliament has been conquered by the old politics. The New Order (Suharto’s) 
regime is now back in power. That means, for Trisakti, Semanggi I and II, although 
personally many members of  the parliament were supportive to resolve them, insti-
tutionally they would vote against it… [So, the parents of  the victims thought] Come 
on, we are tired, so how about doing a silent protest. We bring posters, banners and 
such, so that people would know that human rights violations in Indonesia were not 
addressed well. (Sumarsih, interview, November 2007)

Every Thursday (Kamis), the group donned black clothes and black umbrellas 
in a silent protest across the Presidential Palace. They demanded that the President 
address the human rights violations that claimed the lives of  many but have never 
been thoroughly investigated. The group received support from KontraS, an NGO for 
victims of  human rights violations. 

Most members of  Kamisan have personal experiences as relatives or parents of  
victims, or are victims themselves. Before the 1998 Reform Movement, many of  the 
victims of  human rights violence could not speak up because of  the fear of  severe 
consequences. The 1998 Reform Movement made it possible for them to resist their 
forced invisibility. Among the members are relatives from the Tanjong Priok tragedy in 
1983 and survivors of  the 1965 tragedy. More than 500,000 people were killed in 1965 
on the grounds of  sweeping communism, but the mass killings were never admitted 
by the government. Also among the Kamisan members is the wife of  the late KontraS 
chief, who died of  arsenic poisoning on his flight to Amsterdam in September 2004.

After several months, Kamisan activists decided that they would submit a letter to 
the President each week when they staged their protest. Each letter would contain 
a specific example, occurrence or a perspective of  human rights. Every protest was 
followed by a coordination meeting to decide what they would do for the following 
protest, which included the topic of  the protest. The topic would always be centred 
on human rights violation issues with a demand for the President to take action. The 
coordination meeting also served as a space to discuss strengths and weaknesses of  the 
protest staged and how to address those issues in the following week. Efforts included 
tracing the number of  reporters and their media companies each week, the number 
of  policemen, intelligence and visitors.

Nevertheless, the group acknowledged that the President had never responded 
to their letters. In 2010, four years after Kamisan started, the protest gatherings were 
shortened. Rather than meeting at KontraS office to take their protest tools together to 
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the site, they came directly to the protest site. After protesting, they briefly discussed 
on-site on who would draft the next letter and who would lead the next protest. The 
entire protest activity for each session, which usually lasted two and a half  hours 
including the coordination meeting, had been shortened to a one hour on-site protest.

In all three cases, there was almost no state response towards their demands. Most 
group leaders anchored their activism on their experiences in protesting towards 
toppling the Suharto regime in 1998. The mothers and FAKTA redirected their efforts 
to grassroots trainings and lobbying, and Kamisan protests were shortened, although 
they remain as healing and sharing platforms for the members. This shows that it can 
be difficult to turn national-level political advocacy efforts into smaller urban space 
interventions. Kamisan demand national-level political reform, for which national and 
international political attention becomes one of  the measures of  strength and success.

Protests as spaces of reform and resistance

Although protests have been legal since the 1998 Reform, the response from the govern-
ment has been indifferent. Protestors can demonstrate but the response from the state 
would most likely be minimal (Buckman, 1970; Giugni, 2004; Bunnell, Nagarajan and 
Willford, 2010). Most activists acknowledge that demonstrations are unlikely to bring 
the change they wanted. With the activists’ limited resources and dwindling faith in 
staging demonstrations, grassroots activities increasingly focus on empowering their 
members through specific activities that directly affect their communities in more 
tangible ways rather than up-front resistance of  a higher power. 

Each group’s strategies and activities in the three cases evidently transformed over 
time, and the change mainly concerns how they perceive the effectiveness of  demon-
strations in achieving the group’s objectives. The Voices of  Concerned Mothers and 
FAKTA started with the belief  that demonstrating was the ideal method to voice their 
concerns. The groups gradually reduced demonstrations and moved into direct grass-
roots empowerment activities that did not depend on government changes. 

On the one hand, the trend reflects the growing emphasis on the improvement of  
material conditions in smaller urban spaces that directly contribute to human flour-
ishing (Friedmann and Douglass, 1998). This trend does not imply the irrelevance of  
the 1998 Reform Movement in bringing about real change. Rather, the 1998 Reform 
Movement was the catalytic episode that spurred the growth of  various community 
organisations who continue to believe in freedom of  speech and the necessity for civil 
society to be involved in any decision-making concerning public interest. 

On the other hand, the corporatisation of  Jakarta’s urban spaces continues to 
promote consumption-driven lifestyle as an emblem of  economic productivity. Coupled 
with iconic memories of  the 1998 Reform Movement and the relative success in the 
social construction of  Bundaran Hotel Indonesia as a demonstration space, Jakarta 
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features a contradiction between democratic, post-reform transformation and the urban 
development trajectory. Many demonstrations are still targeted at the state, but street 
mobilisations have become more diverse. The rise of  militant religious movements after 
1998 also adds to the mix, portraying stronger identity-based demands and rejections 
compared to the socio-economic triggers behind the 1998 Reform Movement.

The rising diversity of  social movements in the city has also seen more demonstra-
tions aimed at corporations. The case of  Lapindo mud flow in Sidoarjo saw victims 
from the locality in East Java travel to Jakarta to protest. They protested both to the 
President and to the office of  Aburizal Bakrie, who was a minister and also a family 
relative of  the owner of  Lapindo that triggered the mud flow due to negligence in 
natural gas exploration. However, the state did not revise its stance over the disaster 
and the communities walked away disappointed. 

Another case was Prita Mulyasari, a housewife who was jailed on the grounds of  
defaming Omni International Hospital, which misdiagnosed her illness in 2009. Various 
individuals and grassroots organisations mobilised to gather coins to pay for the Rp 204 
million (over US$ 22,000) fine imposed on her. Presidential candidates also visited her 
in jail to gain more popularity in their campaigns. Through campaigns on social media 
platforms, tonnes of  coins were collected in the span of  three days, amounting to Rp 650 
million (over US$ 72,000) (Jakarta Post, 19 December 2009). Public and political pressure 
finally made the hospital drop the lawsuit. But the outcome was vastly different in a 2003 
medical malpractice case that caused Irwanto – a scholar and child psychologist – to be 
paralysed. His lawsuit against the Bintaro International Hospital failed, despite the case 
being highlighted among academic communities and international platforms. Discus-
sions on why these mobilisations resulted in different responses may be more appropriate 
in a separate paper, but these recent cases illustrate the possibilities of  mobilisations 
against corporations in post-reform grassroots movements in Jakarta, which is different 
from the decreasing protests by the three groups that are largely towards the state.

Based on the cases of  the mothers, FAKTA and Kamisan, the shift towards promoting 
incremental changes in communities shows the group members’ consciousness of  the 
disjuncture between urban development and the everyday experience in the city. The 
three cases highlight the community spirit fostered through common goals and protest 
activities, which reflect the conviviality of  group solidarity and genuine concern in 
human flourishing. 

With increasing spatial and ideological limitations caused by the expansion of  
corporatised spaces in the city, resources in all three groups become more limited 
thus further hampering efforts to stage or organise demonstrations. Whether a social 
movement will continue using demonstrations depends on the faith of  the members 
with regards to their potential in empowering the group. Empowerment may come 
from achieving their demands, but it can also come more subtly in the form of  
gathering with others who share the same identity or experience.
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Conclusion

Although demonstrations in Jakarta are now more frequent than the early Reform 
period, groups who have been activists since the 1998 Reform would claim that current 
demonstrations and public support are different from the time of  the Reform. The 
decreasing public sympathy towards demonstrations, the stigmatisation of  protestors as 
unemployed and a source of  traffic disturbance, the lack of  response from the authori-
ties and the existence of  protest mercenaries1 have all caused the shrinking of  demon-
strations as empowerment spaces. In the meantime, alternative channels for voicing 
opinions also exist, as shown in the case of  FAKTA with Governor Fauzi Bowo. Interest-
ingly, in the 2012 gubernatorial elections, FAKTA organised to support the incumbent, 
who eventually lost to a candidate who is nationally recognised as a social reformer.

Demonstrations, however, have not lost their overall relevance in the landscape of  
social movements in Jakarta or Indonesia. Most of  the protests against the state were 
deemed irrelevant by the unreformed discourse of  urban development, but activists 
continue their work in reclaiming the city for the citizens by addressing the material 
conditions of  urban communities. 

Reflecting on the The City and the Grassroots and the two powerful trends in the 
contemporary movement landscape, the three activist groups in Jakarta show that a 
national reform movement is necessary to spur local grassroots movements. In fact, 
the 1998 Reform Movement was also initiated by the grassroots, in spite of  severely 
limited public spheres. It started with concerns over issues of  daily subsistence and 
the awareness that the people’s actual experiences matter in public decision-making. 
However, the 1998 Reform remains incomplete because it did not sufficiently address 
the urban development course that allowed over-corporatisation of  urban spaces, 
including public spaces that are physical representations of  the public sphere.

Current activists’ focus on grassroots activities is part and parcel of  consciousness-
building and socio-political organisation among citizens, which would potentially become 
the foundation for larger movements to challenge those in power. Their attention to the 
empowerment of  community members is a prelude to a public city agenda in which 
residents are equipped with the capacity and the opportunity to participate in decision-
making for and within the city. While in temporary windows of  demonstrations, civil 
society can repeatedly assert itself  and build memories of  place to construct its own social 
spaces out of  the ones conceived by increasingly corporate-driven planners. On-the-
ground activities and tangible changes facilitated by grassroots activists are necessary steps 
towards sustaining the consciousness of  urban inhabitants in the building of  the public city. 

1 Protest mercenaries stage protests not because they are committed to the protest goal, but because they are paid 
or are offered other benefits such as food and gimmicks by interest groups to push their political agenda. Although 
no studies have sufficiently uncovered these groups, interviews with passers-by, journalists and the police indicated 
that paid protestors existed.
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