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As the largest nation-state in Southeast Asia—both in terms of population and territory (land 
and sea), as well as economy—the Republic of Indonesia has traditionally considered itself to 
be responsible for the maintenance of regional peace, order, and prosperity. This self-
conception is not only driven by the country’s large size, but also by the manner of its 
independence struggle, its vast natural resources, and its geostrategic position—being located 
in the between the Indian and Pacific oceans.  

Indeed Indonesia’s 1945 Constitution explicitly mandates the country to 

participate toward the establishment of a world order based on freedom, perpetual 
peace and social justice. (“ikut melaksanakan kertiban dunia yang berdasarkan 
kemerdekaan, perdamaian abadi dan keadilan social”.) 

Initially, Indonesian governments interpreted this constitutional mandate by positioning the 
country as a leader of the newly decolonized world which emerged post–World War II. 
Indonesia’s hosting of the Asia-African Conference in Bandung in 1955 is one example of 
this. The historic gathering of 25 newly independent states would later help build momentum 
to the establishment of the Non-Aligned Movement, of which Jakarta was heavily involved in 
forming. Indeed, Jakarta once held ambitions of establishing a rival to the United Nations—
the Conference of New Emerging Forces or CONEFO—because the New York-based 
institution was seen to be insufficiently anti-imperialism. 

Together with Indonesia’s positioning of itself as a leader of the newly decolonized world, 
was Jakarta’s rejection of entering any alliance or bloc during the height of the Cold War. 
Although admittedly Indonesia grew closer to the Communist bloc during the rule of 
Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, and then drew closer to the Western bloc during the rule 
of his successor, Soeharto, the country did not officially enter any military alliance with 
either of the two blocs.  

Indonesia’s first vice president, Mohammad Hatta, outlined the country’s stance with his 
speech entitled “Mendayung Diantara Dua Karang” (“Rowing Between Two Reefs”). 
Delivered in 1948, the speech laid the foundation for Indonesia’s “free and active” (bebas-
aktif) foreign policy. It was for this reason that Jakarta rejected the U.S.-proposed Southeast 
Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO). Similarly, it was at Jakarta’s strong insistence that the 
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founding document of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Bangkok 
Declaration of 1967, included the provision that 

the countries of South East Asia share a primary responsibility for strengthening the 
economic and social stability of the region and…are determined to ensure their 
stability and security from external interference in any form or manifestation. 

And, 

all foreign bases are temporary and remain only with the expressed concurrence of the 
countries concerned and are not intended to be used directly or indirectly to subvert 
the national independence and freedom of States in the area or prejudice the orderly 
processes of their national development. 

In other words, ensuring the security of Southeast Asia was the responsibility of ASEAN 
countries themselves and not through any alliances with any blocs.  

Post–Cold War: Reinterpretation and Reapplication of Bebas-Aktif 

Much has changed since the end of the Cold War. With the defeat of the Communist bloc, the 
discourse on non-alignment—the “bebas” aspect of Indonesia’s “free and active” foreign 
policy—has largely fallen out of favor. Similarly, the “aktif” aspect, especially in leading the 
decolonized world to oppose imperialism in all its form, is arguably no longer relevant.  

However, rather than discarding the bebas-aktif foreign policy, it has instead been 
reinterpreted in new ways and re-applied in new venues. In the area of ASEAN, for example, 
Indonesia has continued to be active in pushing for freedom, perpetual peace, and social 
justice. This was best demonstrated by the response of Jakarta to the Thai–Cambodian 
conflict over the Preah Vihear temple complex in 2011. Similarly, Jakarta engaged in a series 
of shuffle diplomacy to rescue the situation immediately following the unprecedented 
inability of ASEAN Foreign Ministers to issue a joint communiqué due to disagreements 
over the South China Sea; a move that was widely praised by other capitals in the region and 
beyond (Almuttaqi, 2014).  

Indeed much has been made of Indonesia’s increasing assertiveness and confidence in the 
ASEAN region. This was especially true during the Yudhoyono Years of 2004–2014 which 
has seen Indonesia reclaim its traditional primus inter pares leadership role over ASEAN. 
The Yudhoyono Years has not only seen Indonesia emerge with a greater say in ASEAN 
affairs and a strengthened role in the regional organization, but also an increased weight in 
international relations and “a voice on the global stage” according to Mietzner (2010). As 
Mietzner (2010) notes, Indonesia “attracted the envy of other Southeast Asian states” and 
crucially,  

[t]here is no doubt that the country is increasingly viewed as a regular actor in global 
forums, in sharp contrast to the first decade of the post-Soeharto period. 
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Thus, since the end of the Cold War—and especially under the Yudhoyono government—
Indonesia has been praised for its “renewed international confidence and activism flowing 
from domestic normalization” (MacIntyre & Ramage, 2008).  

The post–Cold War era has also seen Indonesia reinterpret and re-apply the “bebas” aspect of 
its foreign policy. Rather than rowing a course independent of rival reefs (i.e., to avoid 
entanglement with any blocs), Jakarta has sought to draw benefits from all powers in the 
region for its own advantage. Hence, while Sukarno’s Indonesia saw the United States being 
told to “Go to Hell with your aid,” and while Soeharto’s Indonesia saw relations with China 
frozen (but not cut), the post–Cold War era has seen Indonesia embrace and enhance its 
bilateral relations with all the major powers in the region. As Almuttaqi (2014) notes, 
Indonesia entered into a Comprehensive Partnership Agreement with the U.S in 2010, a 
Strategic Partnership Agreement with China in 2005 (which was then upgraded to a 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2013), and the Lombok Treaty with Australia in 
2006.  

Indonesia has also been active in pushing ASEAN to follow suit and embrace all the major 
powers. It was under Indonesia’s chairmanship of ASEAN in 2011 that both the United 
States and Russia were admitted into the East Asian Summit (EAS) for the first time.  

This policy of embracing all the major powers is best described by the Yudhoyono maxim of 
“a thousand friends and zero enemies.” Arguably, rather than marking a break from 
Indonesia’s traditional bebas-aktif foreign policy, it instead signifies a reinterpretation as 
Jakarta remains independent of any alignment to any one bloc.  

Reformasi and the Introduction of a Democratic and Human Rights Agenda 

Arguably a more momentous event for Indonesia than the end of the Cold War was its 
Reformasi (“reformation”). The events of 1998 brought an end to thirty-two years of 
Soeharto’s strongman rule and ushered in a period of democracy, political freedoms, and 
human rights. Crucially, these domestic changes have had a profound impact on Jakarta’s 
foreign policy. As Anwar (2010) observes, there has been a “mainstreaming” of democracy 
and human rights issues so that Indonesia’s external stance mirrored its newfound core values 
at home. She continues to point out that “the making of foreign policy has been 
democratized,” and now involves input from a wide range of sources, including scholars, 
think tanks, the media, and civil society (Anwar, 2010).  

Crucially the Indonesian Parliament (and by extension the Indonesian public) now wields 
enormous powers over the country’s foreign policy and can even force the Government to 
stand before the legislature and demand it account for its actions if it is felt that Indonesia’s 
foreign policy is “contrary to the prevailing opinions” of Parliament and the wider public it 
represents (Anwar, 2010). This was demonstrated in 2007 when a majority in the Indonesian 
House of Representatives (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat or DPR) angrily reacted to then-
President Yudhoyono’s support for sanctions against Iran and voted in favor of exercising 
Parliament’s right of interpellation (The Jakarta Post, June 7, 2007, and Asia Sentinel, April 
7, 2007).  
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Thus, Indonesian governments are now mindful that the “views and aspirations of the public 
can no longer be ignored with impunity” and as a result,  Indonesia’s positioning of itself as a 
democratic role model for others has been driven by “considerable domestic pressure” from 
pro-democracy activists concerned with the political situation in ASEAN countries such as 
Burma and elsewhere (Anwar, 2010).  

The above provides some explanation to Indonesia’s initiation of the Bali Democracy Forum. 
First held in 2008 and occurring annually since, the Bali Democracy Forum is Indonesia’s 
initiative to “promote regional and international cooperation in the field of democracy” 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs – Republic of Indonesia November 28, 2010).  

Moreover, Indonesia has sought to advance democracy and human rights in the region. This 
can be seen in its championing of the ASEAN Charter. Together with Singapore, Indonesia 
was seen as a “decisive actor pushing for the Charter” but had to face resistance from some 
ASEAN member-states “who did not want to move at all” (Volkmann, 2008). While the 
ASEAN Charter was still being formulated, Yudhoyono (August 7, 2007) gave a keynote 
speech in 2007 making clear Indonesia’s vision of an ASEAN Charter that should incorporate 
Jakarta’s democratic and human rights agenda. Indonesia’s then-President declared, 

All over the world people want to take their destiny in their own hands, to take part in 
the making of decisions that affect their lives—this is the pressure of democracy. Not 
only that: people also want to assert the essential worth of their humanity. They 
demand the respect that is their due by virtue of the fact that they are human beings. 
This is the pressure of human rights. 

Regarding human rights, Indonesia ensured that the Terms of Reference for the ASEAN 
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) included a review provision after 
five years. This was done in the hope of strengthening AICHR’s scope and powers in the face 
of reluctance and opposition from some ASEAN member-states. Moreover, Jakarta took the 
unprecedented decision to submit itself before AICHR and hold a dialogue to discuss the 
human rights issues in Indonesia. It was hoped that through this initiative, other ASEAN 
member-states would follow Jakarta’s suit and also hold discussions with AICHR about their 
respective human rights situations.  

The Joko Widodo Government: Future Foreign Policy Directions    

October 20, 2014, marked a new milestone in Indonesia’s history after Joko Widodo 
succeeded Yudhoyono to become the seventh President of the Republic of Indonesia. The 
change in personnel at the highest executive office in the Republic naturally raised questions 
about the likely changes in government policies between that of the old Yudhoyono 
administration and that of the new Widodo administration. This is especially so in the area of 
foreign policy given that (1) Yudhoyono was widely lauded for his efforts and achievements 
on the international stage and (2) the general perception that Widodo lacks sufficient foreign 
policy experience and knowledge.  
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Due to the inherent uncertainty that exists during any transition, question marks regarding 
Indonesia’s foreign policy have been raised. Chief among these questions are: Will 
Indonesia’s foreign policy change with the new government? If so, how will Indonesia’s 
foreign policy change and why? If not, why won’t Indonesia’s foreign policy change? 

Moreover, Widodo’s accession to the presidency was hailed as historic for a number of 
reasons. Mainly, his image as a man of the people, with no connections to the traditional 
political, military, and/or big business elites that have dominated Indonesian politics, raised 
high hopes for a country disillusioned by self-interested leaders, inept governance, and 
rampant corruption. At the same time, however, Widodo’s limited political experience and 
status as a political outsider have elicited some concerns about how much of a break his 
government will make with the country’s traditional policies—both domestic and foreign.  

While the Widodo government has only recently passed its first 100 days in office—arguably 
making it too early to tell whether his administration will point Indonesia to an altogether 
different foreign policy direction from his predecessors—there have been some notable 
changes. Indonesia under Widodo appears to be more domestic-orientated and its foreign 
policies driven by ensuring its national interests are directly met. In order to identify the 
priority issues for Indonesia under the leadership of President Widodo, an analysis of key 
speeches by the key decision makers may be of benefit. In particular, President Widodo’s 
State Address during his inauguration on October 20, 2014, his speech at the 25th ASEAN 
Summit, Naw Pwi Daw on November 12, 2014, and more recently the Annual Press 
Statement of Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi given on January 8, 2015. These give an 
indication of the future direction of Indonesia’s foreign policy and reveal a number of 
interesting priorities for Indonesia over the next five years. 

President Widodo’s State Address During his Inauguration on October 20, 2014. 
Widodo’s first State Address made during his inauguration saw the president iterate the 
country’s continued commitment to the bebas-aktif foreign policy concept and to the creation 
of a world order based on freedom, genuine peace, and social justice. Notably, Widodo 
portrayed Indonesia as the world’s third largest democracy, with the largest Muslim 
population, an archipelagic state, and as the largest country in Southeast Asia. This suggests 
that the president is well aware of Indonesia’s credentials and potential to contribute to the 
region.  

Interestingly, Widodo declared that Indonesia’s commitment to the bebas-aktif foreign policy 
concept would be dedicated to Indonesia’s national interests (i.e., not the greater interest of 
the region). This statement is arguably significant as it points to the greater nationalism that 
has crept into Indonesia’s decision making. In other words, Jakarta will prioritize foreign 
policy that brings direct benefits to its national interest at the expense of regional interests.  

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Widodo’s State Address was his expression of 
Indonesia as a maritime nation. The president has given strong emphasis to the vision of 
transforming Indonesia into a World Maritime Fulcrum. As stated by the president, “the 
oceans, seas, straits and bays are our future. We have too long turned our backs on the seas, 
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turned out backs on the oceans, turned our backs on the straits and the bays.” Widodo 
continued by calling on Indonesians to remember the Javanese maxim, “Jalesveva 
Jayamahe” (In the Seas, We will be Victorious”).  

Underscoring, the new government’s commitment to maritime priorities, Widodo ended his 
speech by metaphorically portraying Indonesia as a ship and describing himself as its captain 
that together with the people would sail towards Greater Indonesia. This commitment to 
Indonesia’s waters would appear to mark a break from previous Indonesian governments that 
have tended to neglect the maritime domain and focus more on the land domain. Most 
illustrative of this is the tendency for the Indonesian army to receive more funding than the 
Indonesian navy. 

Speech at the 25th ASEAN Summit, Naw Pwi Daw on November 12, 2014. Widodo’s 
speech at the 25th ASEAN Summit was significant as the president’s first address to his 
foreign counterparts. Here, Widodo reiterated Jakarta’s commitment to enhancing ASEAN 
cooperation. More importantly he expressed Indonesia’s view that ASEAN benefitted its 
peoples.   

Despite this warm introduction, the president went on to frankly warn his ASEAN 
counterparts of Jakarta’s concerns. For example, Widodo stated that “Indonesia will not allow 
itself to just be a market (for others). Indonesia must also be an important part of the regional 
and global production chain.” The president went on to warn, “Indonesia, as any sovereign 
nation, must ensure its national interests are not harmed. We must uphold the principles of 
reciprocity, mutual respect, mutual benefits, and fair competition in our cooperation.” 

These warnings were noteworthy for their frankness and signal the growing demand among 
Indonesians that Jakarta’s engagement with ASEAN should not be at the expense of the 
country’s interests. The president’s emphasis on upholding the principles of reciprocity, for 
example, reflect the concerns that while Malaysian and Singaporean banks have been allowed 
to operate in Indonesia, the same has not been the case vis-a-vis Indonesian banks in those 
two countries.  

The 25th ASEAN Summit also saw President Widodo emphasize his intentions to transform 
Indonesia into a World Maritime Fulcrum. Widodo stressed that regional prosperity and 
peace would be determined by how ASEAN countries worked together and managed the 
seas. He went on to state that 

Indonesia hopes that sources of conflict at sea—such as illegal fishing, territorial 
violations, smuggling and territorial disputes—can be overcome through genuine 
cooperation. 

This comment was notable as the Indonesian government has since taken a hard stance on 
illegal fishing. Recently Indonesia has decided to publicly destroy foreign vessels caught 
illegally fishing in Indonesian waters—a move that has provoked some concerns among 
Jakarta’s neighbors. This would appear to go against Widodo’s statement that the ASEAN 
Political-Security Community will only be realized if disputes are settled in peaceful ways. 
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Some have questioned whether the use of the Indonesian Navy to blow up foreign vessels 
caught illegally fishing can be considered peaceful, even if Indonesia follows legal processes 
before carrying out the act.  

Widodo’s speech in Nay Pwi Daw also saw Indonesia attach importance to the rights of its 
migrant workers. With six million Indonesian migrant workers of which 2.3 million work in 
neighboring ASEAN countries, the issue of migrant workers has become a top issue for 
Jakarta. In part this may also be seen as a response by the Widodo Government to the general 
perception that Yudhoyono failed to do enough to protect migrant workers during his time in 
office.  

Perhaps more interesting than what was included in Widodo’s Nay Pwi Daw speech was 
what was omitted. Most significant was the absence of the word “democracy.” Under the 
Yudhoyono government, Indonesia had often pushed the democratic agenda among its 
neighbors. For example, in response to the 2014 military coup in Thailand, Yudhoyono was 
quick to condemn it saying, 

Frankly speaking, Indonesia is concerned because a military coup (in Thailand) is not 
democratic. 

Despite the Thai military leaders still in power, Widodo was largely silent on what some 
observers point to the democratic reversal taking place in Southeast Asia which arguably 
calls for greater Indonesian leadership. Indeed there are doubts as to whether Indonesia under 
Widodo will continue with the Bali Democracy Forum initiative that was implemented under 
Yudhoyono.  

Annual Press Statement of the Foreign Minister, January 8, 2015. The most recent 
enunciation of Indonesia’s foreign policy was made in the Annual Press Statement of the 
Foreign Minister on January 8, 2015. Arguably this carries more weight than speeches by the 
president as it will deal with the more substantive issues of Indonesia’s foreign policy as 
opposed to the broader outlines made by Widodo.  

In her Annual Press Statement, Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi reconfirmed Indonesia’s 
commitment to the bebas-aktif foreign policy concept and also to its constitutional mandate. 
She declared that Jakarta would continue “adhering to the independent and active foreign 
policy” and that 

[i]n accordance with our constitutional mandate, Indonesia will continue to contribute 
and play an important role in safeguarding world peace and security.  

Like Widodo’s State Address, Minister Marsudi’s description of Indonesia is also worth 
noting as it demonstrates how Indonesia wishes to position itself to the world. In her Annual 
Press Statement, Indonesia was described: 

As a middle power country, with a population of about 250 million, as the world’s 
third largest democracy, as the country with the largest Muslim population, as the 
largest ASEAN country and as a G-20 member. 
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Based on this, it was declared that Indonesia would continue to play a role in the regional and 
global environment. Indeed, Minister Marsudi dismissed any idea that Jakarta would neglect 
its responsibilities to the world and focus more on domestic concerns. She pointed to the fact 
that in the first two months of the new government, Indonesia had participated in 12 
international summits and that President Widodo had held meetings with 21 of his 
counterparts. Moreover, Minister Retno revealed in her Annual Press Statement that 
Indonesia would bid for non-permanent membership onof the U.N. Security Council in 2019–
2020 and that Jakarta was seeking to increase its contribution to the U.N. Peacekeeping Force 
from 1,843 personnel to 4,000 personnel by 2019.  

Minister Marsudi also dismissed any notion that Indonesia would no longer continue to 
promote democracy. Together with pluralism, democracy was described as the “nation’s 
assets,” which Jakarta would continue to utilize in its diplomacy, and Minister Marsudi stated 
that  

Indonesian diplomacy also contributes to the development of democracy by 
convening the Bali Democracy Forum. 

Interestingly, the statement did not give any indication as to whether the government would 
continue to hold the Bali Democracy Forum under Widodo’s presidency.  

Despite this, the Annual Press Statement did raise a number of domestic concerns that some 
may argue traditionally are not within the realm of foreign policy. For example, the 
Minister’s emphasis on drugs was seen as requiring “our serious attention...[and] have 
adversely affected our nation.” It was claimed that 40–50 people died each day due to drug 
abuse and so the Indonesian government would “firmly deal” with drug-related crimes. The 
reason why drug-related crimes have taken a foreign policy element is due to the fact that the 
Widodo government has recently taken to executing drug smugglers, including foreign 
nationals. While Indonesia has for decades implemented tough drug laws with mandatory 
death punishment, Indonesia had been observing an unofficial moratorium on capital 
punishments from 2009–2013.   

Similarly, the issue of migrant workers was also listed as a priority for Minister Retno. This is 
in line with the view that “Indonesia’s diplomacy will serve the needs of the people.” Noting 
that almost 60 percent of Indonesians abroad were migrant workers, Minister Retno stated 
that the government would focus on “prevention, early detection and protection” of migrant 
workers abuse.  

With regards to ASEAN, Minister Marsudi also declared that “ASEAN remains a priority in 
Indonesia’s foreign policy.” It was noted that Indonesia has actively contributed to the 
establishment of the ASEAN Community 2015 and would continue to work in ensuring 
ASEAN unity and centrality was upheld. Settling the South China Sea dispute, strengthening 
AICHR, and preparing a post-2015 ASEAN Community vision were highlighted as priorities 
for the government vis-a-vis ASEAN. In terms of the South China Sea dispute, Minister 
Marsudi stated that Jakarta would not only actively engage for the full and effective 
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implementation of the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DoC), 
but also the early conclusion of the Code of Conduct in the South China SEA (CoC). 

Despite declaring ASEAN as a priority in Indonesia’s foreign policy, it was notable that 
ASEAN was no longer the priority. Traditionally, ASEAN was regarded as the cornerstone 
for Jakarta’s foreign policy, yet it was notable that “cornerstone” was omitted in Minsiter 
Marsudi’s Annual Press Statement. Indeed the Minister’s Statement went on to detail 
Indonesia’s foreign policy engagement with areas beyond ASEAN, most notably the South 
Pacific and also Palestine.  

The South Pacific in particular was described as “a strategic region for Indonesia” and 
Minister Retno highlighted Indonesia’s active involvement as a member of various South 
Pacific groupings such as the Southwest Pacific Dialogue (SWPD), as well as an observer in 
the Pacific Island Forum (PIF), the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG), and the Pacific 
Islands Development Forum Summit (PIDF). To underscore Jakarta’s commitment to this 
“strategic region,” it was noted that $20 million had been allocated to support capacity-
building projects being run in South Pacific countries for 2015–2019.  

Regarding Palestine, it was declared that Indonesia would seek to establish an Honorary 
Consulate in Ramallah and that Jakarta would further improve its assistance to Palestine in 
the field of capacity building.  

Lastly, Minister Marsudi’s Annual Press Statement saw Indonesia assert its vision to realize 
the nation as a World Maritime Fulcrum. It was noted that Indonesia’s diplomacy would 
“show its character as a maritime nation and will take advantage of its strategic position 
between the Indian and the Pacific Oceans.” In order to realize this vision, five pillars would 
be developed: (1) cultivating a maritime culture; (2) preserving and managing maritime 
resources; (3) developing maritime infrastructure and connectivity; (4) maritime cooperation 
through diplomacy; and (5) building a strong maritime defense. 

Indonesia’s World Maritime Fulcrum would be developed through cooperation at the 
bilateral, regional (including ASEAN), and international level. For example, Indonesia would 
seek to cooperate with foreign partners in order to construct deep-sea ports. Minister Marsudi 
noted that Indonesia would seek to include Indonesia’s World Maritime Fulcrum vision in 
strategic and comprehensive partnership frameworks with friendly nations. One of the most 
visible aspects of Indonesia’s World Maritime Fulcrum efforts has been through addressing 
illegal fishing. Interestingly, while illegal fishing was mentioned in Minister Marsudi’s 
Annual Press Statement, it was included under the subheading of “Intensifying Economic 
Diplomacy.” It was observed that illegal fishing had been committed in Indonesian waters 
“for far too long…[and] must be stopped.” Curiously, Minister Marsudi reached out to her 
counterparts to help address illegal fishing saying “Indonesia is ready to cooperate.” This is 
arguably curious as the sinking of foreign vessels caught illegally fishing in Indonesian 
waters has been criticized as a unilateral approach by Jakarta.  

Conclusion 
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From the above it can be seen that since the country’s independence, Indonesia’s 1945 
Constitution has mandated its governments to participate towards a free, peaceful, and 
socially just world order. This stance was outlined in the bebas-aktif foreign policy concept 
and saw Indonesia position itself as a leader of the newly decolonized world and reject 
alignment with any of the two major blocs during the height of the Cold War. Indonesian 
governments have continued to implement its constitutional mandate and bebas-aktif foreign 
policy concept since the end of the Cold War by reinterpreting and reapplying the free and 
active aspects of bebas-aktif in new ways and venues. This was especially true in ASEAN 
where Jakarta has become ever more assertive and active, reclaiming its traditional primus 
inter pares leadership role over its neighbors. The reinterpretation and reapplication of bebas-
aktif also saw Jakarta embracing and enhancing its relations with all the major powers in the 
Asia–Pacific region. Moreover, since Indonesia’s 1998 Reformasi movement, the country’s 
foreign policy has been injected with a democracy and human rights agenda so that Jakarta’s 
external stance mirrored its newfound core values at home.  

With the accession of Joko Widodo as the seventh President of the Republic of Indonesia, 
there have been question marks as to whether the new government would bring about a 
change in foreign policy direction for Indonesia. These question marks were fuelled not only 
by the inherent uncertainty that exists during any change in personnel at the highest executive 
office in the Republic, but more so because of Widodo’s status as a political outsider with no 
connections to the traditional political, military, and/or big business elites. An analysis of key 
speeches by the key decision makers of Indonesia’s foreign policy—namely the president and 
foreign minister—have helped give an indication of the future direction Indonesia would take 
over the next five years.  

In particular, they reveal that Indonesia would continue to commit to its bebas-aktif foreign 
policy concept and its constitutional mandate to participate in the creation of a world order 
based on freedom, peace, and social justice. Indonesia’s bid for non-permanent membership 
on the U.N. Security Council for 2019–2020 and its desire to increase its contribution to the 
U.N. Peacekeeping Force demonstrates this commitment. The new government would also 
continue to position itself as the third largest democracy, with the world’s largest Muslim 
population, ASEAN’s biggest member-state, and a member of the G-20. However, in 
addition Indonesia would now portray itself as a maritime nation committed to realizing itself 
as the World’s Maritime Fulcrum. While ASEAN would continue to be a priority for 
Indonesia’s foreign policy, it was no longer seen as the priority. Underlining this point was 
the fact that the word “cornerstone” has been entirely omitted in all of the major speeches 
analyzed. Indeed, Indonesia’s commitment to ASEAN, while strong would now come with 
certain conditions, namely that Jakarta’s national interests were not harmed. In this sense, 
Jakarta would now make a distinction between its engagements with ASEAN that brought 
direct benefit to its people and those that were in the wider interest of the region—with 
Indonesia prioritizing the former.  

The analysis of key speeches also shows that Indonesia would pay greater attention to more 
domestic concerns, especially drug-related crime and the protection of its migrant workers. 
These reflect the new direction of Indonesia that diplomacy should serve the direct interests 
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of its people. Along the same lines, the promotion of democracy in the region appears to have 
taken a back seat with the government making no clear indication as to whether or not it will 
continue with the Bali Democracy Forum. The fact that democracy was not included in 
President Widodo’s speech at the 25th ASEAN Summit is particularly telling. Arguably, the 
promotion of democracy in the region has been relegated in Indonesia’s foreign policy 
priorities as it is difficult to justify how it brings direct benefits to Indonesians. 

With ASEAN no longer the priority for Jakarta, it is interesting to observe Minister 
Marsudi’s description of the South Pacific as a “strategic region” with Indonesia even 
committing funding to develop capacity-building programs in South Pacific countries. 
Similarly, Indonesia appears to have put the Palestine issue high on its agenda, with Jakarta 
intending to open an honorary consulate in Ramallah. Though the move is more symbolic 
than it is substantive, it shows Jakarta’s intention to expand its role and influence beyond 
ASEAN.  

Nevertheless, it is important to remember that the Widodo government has only recently 
passed its first 100 days in office. As such it is perhaps still too early to read too much into 
Jakarta’s recent foreign policy statements and acts. One thing for certain, however, is that as a 
middle power country, with the world’s third largest democracy, most populous Muslim 
nation, and ASEAN’s largest member-state, Indonesia’s future foreign policy directions will 
have implications on the region and beyond.  
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