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Abstract

Some observers have identified a common pattern in developing countries whereby unions
are transformed from a political force valued for their contribution to the struggle for
independence to a state-sponsored ‘tool of development’. A less well-explored question
concerns the harnessing of labour historiography to justify such transitions. As this article
shows, Suharto’s New Order (1966-98) undertook a conscious and purposeful rewriting of
Indonesian labour history in support of a single vehicle of labour representation organized
around a narrative of the dangers of political unionism and designed to control and harness
the industrial workforce in the name of economic development.
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International theorists of political unionism have long argued that developing country trade
unions are more likely to be political than economic because of their involvement in
nationalist movements and their lack of industrial bargaining power.! There is a vast literature
on this topic, but two relatively old models are particularly useful in the Indonesian context.
In the late 1950s, Galenson suggested that a duality of purpose is common in developing-
country trade union movements because they must balance members’ interests and the
requirements of nation building.? In a survey of trade unionism in former British colonies
published decades later, Gladstone proposed a closely related model, which identified a
transition from a honeymoon period shaped by the ‘real or presumed role of trade unions in
the independence movements and the identification of prominent trade union leaders with
those movements’ to a state-sponsored restructuring of unions as a ‘tool of development’.®
This model is pertinent to Indonesia, where the politically active unions of the late colonial
and post-Independence periods were systematically restructured by President Suharto’s New
Order regime (1966-98) to serve the national interest, expressed in terms of economic
development.

A question that is less well explored in the comparative literature is the role that official
labour historiography can play in the attempts of post-colonial governments to justify such
transitions. In Indonesia’s case, the labour historiography of Suharto’s authoritarian New
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Order regime constituted a conscious and purposeful rewriting of labour history in support of
a single vehicle of labour representation, designed to control and harness Indonesia’s blue-
collar formal sector workforce. Echoing influential strategists like General Ali Moertopo, the
trade unionists and labour bureaucrats who wrote these histories heralded the formation in
1973 of the All-Indonesia Labour Federation (Federasi Buruh Seluruh Indonesia, FBSI) as
achieving unity and as evidence of a renewed commitment to workers’ socioeconomic
struggle. Even more importantly, these aims were achieved in a way that did not ‘exclusively
serve the interests of their own group’.* FBSI, they concluded, was the product of careful
consideration of the past, the subsequent learning of ‘history’s lessons’ and the ‘pure and
consistent” implementation of Pancasila, the national ideology said to embody the national
personality and culture of Indonesia.

This first systematic comparative reading of post-Independence labour historiography
demonstrates the extent to which labour histories shaped — and were shaped — by the New
Order’s developmentalist ideology.® It shows how New Order labour ideologues used the
potted histories they presented in official speeches and in government and trade union
documents to justify this radical restructuring of the Indonesian labour movement by
developing an heroic narrative around a valorised minority of labour unionists who had
struggled to achieve ‘pure’ (economic) unionism only to have their attempts at achieving
unity repeatedly frustrated by the majority of unions, which had been subverted from their
true purpose by political parties. So pervasive was the influence of this narrative that in the
1990s it captured even independent labour historians. While vehemently rejecting the
outcomes of New Order labour policy and encouraging demonstrations against the regime,
those who sought to rally history to the cause of the independent labour movement in fact
reproduced key aspects of New Order readings of Indonesian labour history.® Indeed, it was
not until several years after the regime fell in 1998 that a new generation of mainstream trade
unionists once again tentatively embraced the possibilities of the political.’

The ‘renovation’ of the Indonesian labour movement

Having turned Indonesia upside down after the putative communist coup of 1 October 1965,
Suharto’s new military-backed regime destroyed dozens of leftist organizations and murdered
and imprisoned hundreds of thousands of people, including many trade unionists.® From the
time it seized power, Suharto’s New Order had two priorities. The first of these was to
safeguard the ‘State Ideology’ and the Constitution of 1945, which the New Order claimed
‘had been imperilled in previous years’. Its second goal was ‘the rebuilding of society and the
overcoming of the legacy of economic chaos’.® The state ideology referred to here is the
Pancasila, the five principles on which Indonesian life is supposedly built, and which the
New Order regime described as having roots in ‘the history of [Indonesia’s] own society — a
pre-colonial, pre-independence history which is truly Indonesian’, and therefore beyond the
realm of mere politics.'? Indeed, as Ali Moertopo asserted, ‘Pancasila is the fundamental
norms [sic] to be carried out by the nation and the State’ while the New Order was ‘the

attitude of the Indonesian people in order to apply those norms correctly’.!

The New Order explicitly positioned economic development and its co-requisites (such as
stability) as the means by which the Pancasila state was to be achieved. As part of a national



political strategy designed to facilitate the participation of citizens in activities geared
towards the achievement of national development, Moertopo masterminded the establishment
of a corporatist structure of interest representation between 1971 and 1975.%2 This period was
characterized by the “politics of fusion’, which saw the amalgamation of the non-communist
political parties that had survived 1965 and the introduction of a floating mass policy, under
which Indonesians were only permitted to engage politically at election time so that they
could devote their energies to development.®® It also brought the formation of single-vehicle
corporatist bodies for peasants, fishers, youth, women and labour — the so-called ‘functional
groups’ that were to be the ‘backbone’ of Indonesia’s developing society.*

As part of this process, the regime set out to eliminate the legacies of Old Order trade
unionism by forcing the non-communist unionists who had survived the events of 196566 to
join the FBSI.*® History was central to this project. New Order ideologues argued that
amalgamation was necessary in order to avoid repeating ‘the mistakes of the past’, when
organized labour had eschewed its socio-economic responsibilities in favour of a divisive
political unionism in which ‘outside’ interests (primarily the interests of political parties)
were prioritized over members’ needs and the national interest.'® In Moertopo’s words:

In the past, the Indonesian labour movement was divided and difficult to unify
because of ideological differences between its leaders, who emphasized the
political struggle and neglected the struggle to improve the socio-economic
welfare of its members... The FBSI’s struggle emphasizes the socio-economic
struggle to improve workers’ welfare, and the achievement of better working
conditions and social guarantees. In doing so, FBSI is returning the function of the
labour movement to that of a labour union rather than of a political organization.*’

Moderate socialist trade union leaders were involved in this restructuring of the labour
movement.'® More prominent, however, were the leaders of sectarian unions, who generally
employed a conservative social-democratic rhetoric in which workers’ interests were deemed
to be best protected within a harmonious employment relationship predicated on Muslim or
Christian morality. Like Moertopo, these conservative trade union leaders repeatedly
emphasized the difference between the ‘ideological, long-term, socio-political struggle’ of
political organizations and the ‘real, short-term, socio-economic struggle’ of the trade
unions.® In New Order Indonesia, this meant not that unions should avoid being controlled
by political parties, as European social democrats had long argued, but that labour should not
be involved in politics at all.?°

Themes of New Order labour historiography

Policy-makers and ideologues actively appropriated the history of trade unionism in their
attempts to justify their commitment to the organic, corporatist state structures of industrial
relations that came to characterize New Order trade unionism, arguing that unions had been
previously unable to achieve their desire for unity because their links to political parties had
distracted them from their ‘true’ socio-economic purpose.?! Political trade unionism, they
claimed, made unions ‘too weak to fight for the interests of their members’, leaving ‘the main
objective of improving the welfare of workers and of their families’ unattended.?® These
accounts asserted that it was only when political parties and other labour intellectuals were



eliminated under the New Order that trade unions were free to unify and resume their rightful
place as defenders of workers’ socio-economic interests and the well-being of the nation. In
doing so, they emphasized the discontinuity between ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Orders, maintaining
that whereas New Order trade unions were characterized by their socioeconomic focus and
responsible attitude, their predecessors had been subverted from their economic and
nationalist purposes by political parties, which they said had betrayed Indonesia and
Indonesian workers. As a result, New Order accounts tended to ignore important transitions
during the revolutionary period (1945-49), parliamentary period (1950-57) and the final
years of Sukarno’s presidency, known as Guided Democracy (1957-65), as well as the
continuities between the Guided Democracy period and the New Order. Instead, they
highlighted repeated failures to unite the politically divided trade union movement of the late
colonial period and Sukarno’s presidency while heralding the establishment in 1973 of a
single federation focused on national development and the socio-economic interests of
workers.??

According to New Order labour historians, the inherently political nature of Indonesia’s
labour movement was a product of its early ties to the nationalist movement and its exposure
to outside influences, both domestic and foreign. Their potted histories argued that unions
were caught between liberalism and communism, and were unable to achieve unity because
of their links to political parties until such time as the New Order returned Indonesia to the
Pancasila and the 1945 Constitution. When describing the development of labour in the
colonial period, New Order texts emphasized the subordination of organized labour to the
nationalist movement while at the same time seeking to highlight tensions between the desire
for unity among socio-economically oriented unions and the divisive influence of the
communists. They also warned repeatedly of the dangers of politicization and its effects on
attempts to achieve unity within the labour movement in their representations of trade
unionism in the period between 1945 and 1965 arguing on the one hand that a minority of
‘pure’ trade unions with the support of the military and later the government had kept hopes
of unification alive, while on the other condemning all unions for falling under the influence
of political parties.?* As the discussion that follows shows, these themes represented a distinct
shift from the labour historiography of the preceding Sukarno period.

Subordinate to the nationalist movement

An important aspect of New Order accounts of the colonial trade unionism was their almost
uniform identification of 1908 as the year that the organized labour movement began. By
contrast, almost all labour histories written between 1945 and 1965 identified that pivotal
moment as occurring with the formation of the Railway Workers” Union (Staatspoorbond, SS
Bond) in 1905 (see Figure 1).2° As was the case with labour historiography of the Sukarno
years in general, accounts written before 1966 offered a range of interpretations of the
significance of 1905. Communist writers sought to emphasize the working class’ position at
the forefront of the Indonesian revolution, claiming that it was ‘only after the workers had
begun to organize themselves in 1905 [that] the aristocratic intellectuals began to organize’.?
Other accounts, including a 1948 article in the Labour Ministry’s bulletin Tindjauan
Masalaah Perburuhan associated the formation of the SS Bond in 1905 with the Japanese
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victory over Russia, which it described as ‘part of the ‘‘Eastern awakening’’’, and thus part
of a firm, pan-Asian rebuttal of European dominance.?’
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Figure 1. The genesis of the labour movement, 1894-1908

Notes: (1) Tedjasukmana, Indonesian Trade Union Movement; (2) Sandra, Gerakan Buruh Indonesia;
(3) Sandra, Sedjarah Pergerakan Buruh Indonesia; (4) Aidit, Sedjarah Gerakan Buruh Indonesia; (5)
SOBSI, Sedjarah Gerakan Buruh Indonesia; (6) Pengurus Besar GASBIINDO, GASBIINDO:
Sokoguru Revolusi Indonesia; (7) Hasibuan, Political Unionism and Economic Development; (8)
Trimurti, Hubungan Pergerakan Buruh Indonesia; (9) Soekarno MPA, Renovation of the Indonesian
Labour Movement; (10) SPSI, Laporan PertanggungJawaban Periode 1985-1990; (11) SPSI
Gerakan Serikat Pekerja; (12) Department of Manpower, The Rights to Organise in Indonesia; (13)
Government of Indonesia, Himpunan Peraturan Pemerintah tentang Ketenagakerjaan; (14)
Simanjuntak, ‘Perkembangan Organisasi Pekerja di Indonesia’; (15) Shamad, Industrial Relations in
Indonesia; (16) Kertonegoro, Gerakan Serikat Pekerja.

As Figure 1 suggests, the overwhelming majority of New Order labour histories located the
beginning of indigenous trade unionism after the formation of the conservative nationalist
organization, Boedi Oetomo, in 1908. Prominent New Order trade unionist Sudono claimed



that, unlike the trade unions in Europe and ‘other developed countries’, which ‘from their
very beginnings, were fighting for improved living, working, and social conditions’,
Indonesian trade unions were established ‘merely to strengthen the national independence
movement’.?® Labour bureaucrat Shamad, too, emphasized the subordinate position of labour
in relation to the national struggle, explicitly arguing in his later work that a truly significant
national workers’ movement only began after the ‘national awakening’.?® Likewise, an
English-language volume published by the Department of Manpower played down the
significance of the labour movement — which it maintained had ‘existed since the beginning
of Dutch colonialism’ — in favour of celebrating the formation of nationalist organizations
such as Boedi Oetomo and Serikat Dagang Islam, along with the communist and nationalist
parties.®® Finally, labour bureaucrat, Kertonegoro — whose 1999 account began with a list of
unions established by the Dutch, which he said gave indigenous workers ‘the idea of
establishing their own indigenous unions’ — also quickly shifted his attention to the ‘birth’ of
Boedi Oetomo and Sarekat Islam, whose establishment, he argued, had ‘a strong influence on
the growth of the trade union movement’.3!

This apparently small shift thus carried a great weight of meaning. Most Old Order accounts
not only celebrated trade unions’ involvement in the nationalist movement of the colonial and
early post-colonial period, but indeed privileged it.32 In choosing the later date, New Order
labour historians sought to establish the labour movement’s chronologically and functionally
derivative relationship with the nationalist movement. This narrative was reinforced by their
silence on occasions during the colonial period where communists were persecuted for their
opposition to the Dutch.®® As Figure 2 shows, although there was intense debate among ‘Old
Order’ and transitional labour historians about whether the communists were the primary
actors in the 1926 rebellion, all parties acknowledged the importance of labour as a sphere of
resistance at that time. By contrast, the New Order potted histories examined here are silent
on labour’s role as a key site of resistance to Dutch rule in the mid-1920s and on Dutch
persecution of Indonesian communists.

In developing their narrative around this period, some New Order accounts described
labour’s subordinate relationship with the nationalist movement as a disadvantage to trade
unions. Simanjuntak, a very prominent Department of Manpower bureaucrat, who for part of
his career headed the Industrial Relations division, argued that political unionism and the
neglect of the socio-economic purpose of trade unions were in fact direct legacies of labour’s
involvement in the struggle for independence.®* Sudono and Shamad concurred.®® However,
most New Order labour historians emphasized the positive legacy of labour’s involvement in
the nationalist struggle (when trade unions ‘held hands’ with the nationalist forces) as a
precursor to FBSI’s willingness during the New Order period to put aside the interests of its
members and help shoulder the burdens of development.®

Susceptible to outside influences

Clearly one of the most important and interesting shifts in labour historiography — although
less evident in terms of specific events mentioned — was the question of contamination
through foreign influence and domestic political alliances. Links between political parties and
Indonesia’s organized labour movement had always been strong, and since the beginning of



the twentieth century many trade union leaders had simultaneously held executive positions
in parties or other political organizations. The strength of these connections was always
acknowledged in the labour histories of the Old Order, although interpretations of them
differed. Communist party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, PKI) accounts emphasized and
applauded the links between the party and the unions,” while a 1946 article in The Voice of
Free Indonesia canvassed both the benefits of trade union cooperation with political parties
and the negative impact of struggles for political leadership on the labour movement.®® The
Central Committee of the Indonesian Association of Muslim Unions (Gabungan Sarekat
Buruh Islam Indonesia, GASBIINDO) observed that even those unions who claimed to be
independent had been influenced by the political streams of the time, namely Nationalism,
Islam and Marxism, but did not suggest these influences were particularly damaging.*®
Indonesia’s labour movement was also highly cognisant of foreign debates about trade
unionism and was well-connected with the international labour movement. Yet while these
Sukarno-era accounts sometimes noted opponents’ ideologies and the way those ideologies
arrived in Indonesia, little negative comment was made about the influence of foreign
ideology in general.
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In contrast with these earlier accounts, New Order labour histories rejected all foreign
influence, arguing that unions were almost irrevocably scarred by ‘freefight’ liberalism and
the international cancer of communism, at a time when labour relations ‘was based on liberal
democracy and the class struggle of Lenin and Marx’ — neither of which were ‘in line with
the Pancasila spirit and environment or the national character’.*’ Trade unions, they argued,
were ‘susceptible to foreign political, economic and ideological influences’ which could ‘be
traced in the way of thinking, in the pattern of analysis and in the approach to industrial
relations problems’.** Shamad blamed the pioneering labour activist, Semaun, who he said
introduced ‘industrial relations based on class struggle’ to a context in which the ‘liberal’
system was already in place, for politicising the unions. He also explained the problems of an
industrial relations system ‘based upon Liberalism as well as Marxism’, noting the
‘increasingly important role’ of the communist party and the ‘antagonistic and
confrontational practices of industrial relations’ not only among communist trade unions, but
‘also by other workers’ unions with a view to maintaining their prestige in the eyes of their
members’ under Guided Democracy.*? Sukijat, a member of the executive committee of the
official union of the New Order period and a former government bureaucrat, used even more
colourful language, which reflected the regime’s animosity towards the communists. In the
past, he declared, trade unions had been ‘devoured by the penetrative Marxist doctrine which
infiltrated parts of the body [sic] of the Indonesian workers and ...succeeded in dominating

the Indonesian labour movement’.*3

Perhaps the most damning critique of the involvement of these ‘outsiders’ in the trade union
leadership was made in Hasibuan’s transitional account, written in 1968. Hasibuan argued
that government regulations stipulating that outsiders could not hold leadership positions in
union or federation were necessary since the depoliticization of unions were was ‘a greater
and more complex problem than just educating union leaders about the inconsistency of
political unionism with economic development or union interest’.** But despite deep
inconsistencies in its own practice, trade unions’ subordination to political parties was also
universally condemned in New Order labour histories, particularly accounts of the ‘liberal’
and Guided Democracy periods when it was claimed the union movement became
irrevocably committed to the political path. ‘History shows’, claimed Simanjuntak, that
unions ‘were often very weak to organize and to struggle for their own interest due to the
commitment with one of the political parties [sic].”*® It was not, he and his contemporaries
argued, until trade unions were ‘freed from the domination of political parties’ by the New

Order that they were able ‘to determine their own basis, objectives and policies’.*°

Divided by politics

According to New Order accounts, the cumulative effects of the labour movement’s origin in
the nationalist movement and its susceptibility to outside influences and ideologies meant that
the desire of labour to unite — which they claimed had existed since the ‘very beginning’ —
was repeatedly frustrated by the political ambitions of the leadership and the interests of the
political parties with which deviant unions were aligned. This was the only theme on which
histories written in both periods at least partly agreed. In accounts written before 1965,
communists and non-communists alike claimed credit for efforts to unify the labour



movement. Communist leader D.N. Aidit, for example, presented long lists of communist-
initiated attempts at unification, while the Muslim trade union association maintained that ‘it
was only with the careful preparations’ of the non-communists, Suryopranoto and
Sosrokardono, that the first labour umbrella organization, the Union of Workers’ Movements,
(Persatuan Pergerakan Kaum Buruh, PPKB) was formed in 1920.*” Communists and non-
communists blamed each other, or the colonial government, for the failure of this and other
efforts at unification.*® Meanwhile, in his transitional account, Hasibuan argued that all trade
unions were political in the 1910s and early 1920s, and that the ‘only difference between a
revolutionary and non-revolutionary union [was] in the method adopted to change the status
quo’. At the root of this difference, he said, was a more essential divide, which reflected ‘the
divergent political philosophies of their parent organizations’. It was this divide that caused

the split in the PPKB, which he described as ‘a real blow to the labour movement’.*

Accounts written after the formation of FBSI in 1973 also blamed the failure to unify the
movement on all politicized unions. However, unlike Hasibuan, who roundly condemned the
entire organized labour movement, New Order authors asserted that a small number of trade
unions had remained true to the vision of economic trade unionism throughout labour’s
turbulent history. These ‘true’ unions were most visible in their descriptions of splits in 1920
and 1945 and, of course, in the events of 1965-66. New Order labour historians argued that
unions established by Sarekat Islam were divided in 1920 because the Marxist trade unions
left PPKB.* Similarly, as Figure 3 demonstrates, in 1945 they claimed that the unifying
function of Indonesian Labour Front (Barisan Buruh Indonesia, BBI) was disrupted ‘because
one group, who wanted to be active in politics, formed the Indonesian Labour Party (Partai
Buruh Indonesia, PBI), while another group established the Amalgamated Trade Unions of
Indonesia (Gabungan Serikat Buruh Indonesia, GASBI), which was only active in the socio-
economic field’.>! However, they made no mention of the subsequent split in GASBI, which
would have contradicted the New Order’s assertion that socio-economically focused unions
were free from political ties. Likewise, in the turbulent two year period shown in Figure 4,
several attempts at unification (and their failure) described in earlier accounts went
unremarked upon, bar the formation of GASBIINDO’s predecessor, the Indonesian Islamic
Labour Union (Serikat Buruh Islam Indonesia, SBII).%2

The other main narrative in New Order accounts concerned the growing strength of the
communist trade union federation, the All-Indonesia Organization of Labour Unions (Sentral
Organisasi Buruh Seluruh Indonesia, SOBSI), and its connections to communists overseas.
Reference was made to SOBSI’s affiliation to the World Federation of Trade Unions in 1947,
just one of many SOBSI-related events mentioned in the pre-New Order labour histories. In
addition, repeated and direct criticisms appear concerning SOBSI’s involvement in the 1948
communist uprising in Madiun — a link that was recorded but seldom emphasized in labour
histories written in the 1950s and 1960s. New Order accounts also directly juxtaposed
SOBSTI’s involvement in the so-called Madiun Affair with its alleged involvement in the
events of 1965.> As Shamad explained, ‘history [then] repeated itself with the PKI’s 30
September Revolt, when SOBSI once more was the main supporter’.>* Similarly, New Order
authors explicitly blamed SOBSI for preventing the achievement of unity through its
opposition to the government’s ‘suggestion’ that a United Indonesian Workers” Organization



(Organisasi Persatuan Pekerdja Indonesia, OPPI) be formed during the Guided Democracy
period — a suggestion that New Order authors claimed was well received by the majority of
the labour movement.* This continued politicization of the labour movement meant,
according to New Order labour historians, that repeated attempts to unite only succeeded
after the birth of the New Order and the subsequent simplification of Indonesia’s socio-
political structure.®® In line with New Order ideology, the subsequent restructuring of the
Indonesian labour movement was then predictably interpreted as proving that ‘trade unions
were no longer tied to or dependent on political parties; they were free to determine their own
basis, objectives and policy’®’ — a freedom which, according to the official union’s 1995
institutional history, was ‘used by trade union leaders to realize the unification of Indonesia’s
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Figure 3. A narrative of divisive politics, 1945-47.
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A victor’s history

As this discussion has shown, the ‘renovation’ of the labour movement undertaken in the

1970s by Suharto’s New Order regime was couched in terms of the ‘lessons’ of a very

particular history written in support of its authoritarian corporatist structures and to defend its
repressive approach against its critics. This victor’s history highlighted the political nature of
Indonesian trade unions, failed attempts at unification and the threats of both communism and
liberalism in order to promote a purely economic form of trade unionism that was subservient
to national priorities. As the graphic analysis presented here demonstrates, the New Order
historiography of the post-independence period was both selective and strikingly uniform,
constructing the historical narrative of the revolutionary period through a process of omission
as well as interpretation. As New Order authors had access to Sandra’s relatively

conservative 1961 account as well as Trimurti’s 1975 speech, the choices New Order
historians made with regard to what to describe in this period cannot be explained away as
being the product of a lack of knowledge.>® Rather, those choices demonstrate the extent to




which events were consciously chosen and described in ways that reinforced the New Order’s
very partial narrative.

The ‘Old Order’ histories examined here are also necessarily partial, as they too were written
to promote a particular political message, shaped both by personal and institutional interests
and, particularly during the Guided Democracy period, by pragmatism.®® However, the
differences between the historiography of the two periods are unmistakeable. The older
labour histories are both diverse and relatively rich in detail and analysis. While they
sometimes ignored events that did not suit partisan purposes, they generally promoted their
version of events through their narrative arguments and analysis rather than by omission. By
contrast, anything that disrupted official narrative themes was excised from the ‘potted
histories’ of the New Order period, leaving only small variations attributable to length and
secondary sources used rather than to ideology, time of writing or institutional affiliation.

This is not to suggest that New Order retellings of Indonesia’s labour history were pure
fantasy. Trade unions were highly politicized during the late colonial and post-independence
periods — and indeed, as the comparative literature predicts, their political significance
oftentimes far outweighed their industrial strength. There is nevertheless also ample evidence
that they were also concerned with the socioeconomic needs of their members and the
implications of party dominance.®! A narrative describing a transformation from what
Galenson calls a duality of purpose, in which trade unions sought to balance members’
interests and the interests of nation-building, to a tool of development would thus have
provided a more accurate representation of the historical development of Indonesian trade
unions than the one presented in these potted histories.? However, such a narrative would not
have served the New Order’s ideological project nearly so well.
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