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In a way, Bev is a literary opposite of Stockton native 
Maxine Hong Kingston, who wrote about being 
trapped between American culture and the 
wrenchingly different ways of her Chinese immigrant 
parents. Cultural dislocation empowers Bev. 

Michael Fitzgerald 

The Record columnist in a profile article ―This 
columnist‘s words travel halfway around the 
world‖ March 25, 2009. 

 

The fire within Jennie was ignited as another fire was 
extinguished. 

Justin Lafferty 
Tracy Press reporter in a profile article ―In the 
Spotlight: Speaker of the Mountain House‖ 
June 15, 2009. 

 

For Indonesian readers, Jennie raises the writing bar, 
despite currently living as a Chinese Indonesian 
intellectual in diaspora. Her writings blend effortlessly 
with a sense of humanity and passion in scholarly 
works in today's globalized world. Instead of 
paralyzing her, Jennie who was triple oppressed in 
Indonesia, values it as a "site of struggle," as 
envisioned in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's In Other 
Words.  

P. Mutiara Andalas SJ, PhD 
Jesuit scholar and male feminist 
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This columnist‟s words travel 
halfway around the world 

 

 

 

 

 

By Michael Fitzgerald 
The Record columnist 
March 25, 2009  

Jennie S. Bev is a typical Mountain House 
resident - urban, educated, underwater - with a 
difference. She pounds out a weekly column for a 
newspaper in Jakarta. 

Jakarta, sprawling capital of Indonesia, boasts 
several papers, even an English-language newspaper 
war that was sparked in 2008 when the startup Jakarta 
Globe took on the Jakarta Post. 

Bev writes for the Globe. "I believe in my heart 
that my cause is to quote-unquote enlighten the 
somewhat conservative Indonesians to broaden their 
minds," she said. 

The rise of a conservative, even radical strain 
of traditionally moderate Indonesian Islam affects 
Bev's homeland and her mother, who still lives there. 
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Born in Jakarta, Bev is Chinese-Indonesian 
and "Catholic by registration, but quite secular in 
practice," a minority in a country that's 95 percent 
Muslim. 

Her writing reflects concerns of persecution 
and human rights. A sample: 

"Last September, the unorthodox Muslim sect 
Ahmadiyah was banned in South Sumatra. ... In July, a 
20-year-old Christian theology school was attacked. ... 
In January 2008, a Hindu temple in West Lombok 
was burnt down by a mob.‖ 

"At this point, the Indonesian government 
leadership seems to be wearing their best tuxedos 
while smiling meaningfully to look good on paper and 
to make strong political statements that Indonesia is a 
country where human rights are guaranteed and 
respected. We, the people, must make sure that those 
are not killers' smiles and torturers' faux friendliness." 

Strong stuff. 

"Some more fundamental Muslim groups 
have expressed their disapproval of my articles," Bev 
said. "Obviously. I write about issues of religion, 
decline of pluralism in Indonesia. So sometimes I 
receive threats from them." 

A graduate of a Jakarta law school, Bev settled 
permanently in the USA in 1998. Moving from San 
Diego to Daly City, she wrote articles and reviews for 
dot-coms. 

En route, she earned a master's in education 
and a (candidate) doctorate in business 
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administration. Her scholarly, global view meshes well 
with The Globe's philosophy, expressed in its slogan, 
"Great Stories, Global News." 

Incidentally, the paper was founded by 
Indonesian tycoon James Riyadi of the Lippo Group, 
linked to a famous Clinton-era fundraising scandal. 

"I think this is quite separate," Bev said. "That 
Clinton scandal is a personal issue." 

Together with husband Beni, Bev moved to 
the Valley before the recession, seeking affordable 
housing. They found it - until Mountain House 
became the worst-hit city of the U.S. mortgage crisis. 

Bev paid about $650,000 in 2005. Her house 
is worth around $210,000 today. She appeared on 
local radar when she helped form a group of 
Mountain House residents to lobby the government 
for financial aid. 

"We cannot afford to stay," Bev said. "We 
cannot afford to leave, right? So it is a very confusing 
time." 

In a way, Bev is a literary opposite of 
Stockton native Maxine Hong Kingston, who wrote 
about being trapped between American culture and 
the wrenchingly different ways of her Chinese 
immigrant parents. Cultural dislocation empowers 
Bev. 

Bev quoted a passage from Salman Rushdie: 

"It may be argued that the past is a country 
from which we have all emigrated, that its loss is part 
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of our common humanity. ... The writer who is out-
of-country and even out-of-language may experience 
this loss in an intensified form. ... This may enable 
him to speak properly and concretely on a subject of 
universal significance and appeal." 

Here is something on such a subject the 
Jakartan journalist of Mountain House wrote for a 
people 8,700 miles away: 

"We might want to place the responsibility for 
making changes in the hands of Muslim clerics, ... but 
we can actually start with ourselves, with these verses 
from the Koran: 

"'If God had willed, he would have made you 
one community, but things are as they are to test you 
in what he has given you. So compete with each other 
in doing good; 

"And ... 'among his signs is the creation of the 
heavens and the Earth, and the diversity of your 
languages and colors. Surely there are signs for those 
who reflect.'"[]  
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Preface 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Writing is a therapy. I write to heal myself 
from self-inflicted pains and painful realities. Writing 
is a path. I write to pave pathways to understanding 
and to steer the world in a more humanistic direction. 
Writing is a choice. I choose to write instead of doing 
anything else. 

While writing is a calling, being published is a 
privilege. Thousands, or even millions, individuals 
write privately in their journals or publicly in their 
Web-based blogs. Hence, they aren‘t considered 
―published‖ in its full meaning of the word. It would 
take unfathomable persistence and tens of thousands 
of hours of preparation before one can write 
flowingly with the pride of a strong voice and have 
works published by newspapers or magazines or any 
other professional publications, both conventional 
paper-based or online. 
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The voice in my columns is of an oppressed, 
of one who is perceived as ―weak,‖ but has chosen to 
stand up and thrive. It reflects the agony of a triple 
oppressed in Indonesia (by ethnicity, gender, and 
religion). And this voice has found a new standing 
ground in the United States, the home of the 
oppressed who are given a new lease on life. Here, a 
liberated voice emerges. 

A Jesuit scholar and male feminist Patrisius 
Mutiara Andalas, SJ, PhD compared yours truly with 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, an Indian intellectual 
who resides outside her homecountry. She lives in 
diaspora and she has chosen to fracture the totalizing 
logic of representational practices by othering herself 
from the stereotypical consolidation of the rich, non-
resident Indian subjects. Such choice is also mine, but 
instead of living with a single diaspora, I live with a 
double dose of diaspora. 

As mentioned in the first anthology of my 
works (2007-2009), this second anthology consisting 
58 works written in 2009 to 2011 is published two 
years after. As a contemporary anthology, it is not of 
academic quality, as they are tainted with activism 
prism. I attempted to provide some sensible answers 
to nagging questions on social issues, such as how we 
can change toward a more humanistic direction. 
However, due to the limited space an 800-word piece, 
questions weren‘t answered comprehensively.  

Some of the works included are not (yet) 
published elsewhere, such as ―The Koala Mom and a 
Tiger Cub,‖ which is a personal recollection of how I 
was raised and how my single mother‘s love and care 
have shaped who I am today. This article was inspired 
by Amy Chua‘s recent bestselling book Battle Hymn of 
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a Tiger Mother, which was an antithesis of how I was 
raised. In my relationship with my mother, I was the 
―tiger‖ and my mother was a cuddly ―koala.‖ 
Interestingly, I grew up equally competitive and 
ambitious as Chua‘s daughters. Parenting style may 
contribute to children‘s level of success, but nothing 
is written in stone and we cannot claim one parenting 
style is more superior than the others because nature 
elements, like genes and temperaments, cannot be 
easily influenced by external elements. 

Having the privilege as a writer is something I 
would treasure throughout my lifetime. It has 
provided me with an unprecedented opportunity to 
grow as an individual and a thinker. At last, I would 
like to express my gratitude to my late grandfather 
Siat Ie Ming, grandmother Tjiauw Jun Chiao, mother 
Wiwi Siat, husband Beni Bevlyadi, father and mother 
in-laws, sibling in-laws, aunts and uncles, and 
intellectual and activist colleagues whom I truly love 
and respect Jacky Abromitis, Nan Chico, Michael 
Chen Hudiono and Dian Lai, Patrisius Mutiara 
Andalas SJ, Rikrik Rizkiyana, Eddie Lembong and 
Mrs, Tedy Jusuf and Mrs, Sumanto Al Qurtuby, Ester 
I Jusuf, Suryo Wicaksono, Alexander Edi Surya and 
Ceceng, Andrinof Chaniago, Junny Ebenezer-Sin, 
Dadi Darmadi, Bramantyo Prijosusilo, Alie Fuyan, 
Muhamad Ali, Representative (Democrat) Jerry 
McNerney, Wally and Maureen Jallorina, Grace 
Valencia, Paul Bhathal, Devin Bhathal, Indira Abidin, 
Broerie Wahjudi, Connie Wongsoredjo, Trisetyani 
Budiutami, Surya Ginting, Lieke Ginting, Dessy 
Fananta, and many others whose names may have 
been omitted accidentally. Without their support, 
nothing of significant quality could have been 
achieved.  
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The road to peace, nonviolence, and 
nonkilling is an arduous one, and so is the road to 
prosperity. We thrive and excel, even when we need 
to walk one million more steps to destination.  

 

Jennie Siat Bev 
Fremont, Northern California 
May 2011 
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Remembering the May 1998 Tragedy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every May, my mood becomes somber. 
Thirteen  years ago, in 1998, mobs destroyed, torched, 
and looted Chinese-Indonesians‘ business and 
personal properties. My parent‘s house in Central 
Jakarta was literally saved by a mosque, as the mob 
backed down soon after. And had I not received a call 
from my brother in-law law that stopped me from 
driving on the Kebun Jeruk toll road, I might have 
been among the casualties. 

One horrific story was a 14-year-old Chinese-
Indonesian girl who was brutally gang-raped and 
genitally mutilated in front of her parents. She 
eventually committed suicide due to unbearable pain. 
Every individual who was inhumanely treated is a 
painful witness to how fragile humanity is.  

Many questions have been asked ever since, 
but no answer is satisfactory enough, either 
pragmatically or philosophically, to serve as a closure. 
Humanity approves not of any violence or killing, 
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thus any Weberian attempt to justify the notion that 
violence and killings are necessary in politics is 
nothing more than a cowardly endeavor to agree with 
the Machiavellian paradigm of forcefully rob and 
maintain power. ―A world without killing is possible,‖ 
said Professor Emeritus of University of Hawaii and 
founder of the Center for Global Nonkilling, Glenn 
D. Paige, as 98 percent of human beings have not and 
will not kill, and only 15 percent of military front-
liners in wars have ever killed. 

At the 10th commemoration of the tragedy in 
the San Francisco Bay area in 2008, organized by The 
Overseas Think Tank for Indonesia, University of 
California Riverside assistant professor Muhamad Ali 
concluded that, ―Indonesia is a Muslim-majority 
nation, which explains why the mob was chanting 
‗Allahu Akbar‘ when looting, smashing and burning 
properties.‖ I did not find such an answer comforting 
and it seemed oversimplifying. At the event, Patrisius 
Mutiara Andalas and Beni Bevly were the presenters 
providing minorities‘ perspectives. 

Another answer was set forth by Amy Chua in 
her book The World on Fire: How Exporting Free Market 
Democracy Breeds Ethnic Hatred and Global Instability. 
Yale professor Chua said that the prevailing pattern 
occurring in most countries is that a small group of 
people, named ‗market-dominant minorities‘ 
dominate economically, which causes jealousy among 
the so-called ‗indigenous‘ majority. I find this theory 
breathtaking, yet I disagree with the ‗normalcy‘ of 
economic jealousy as an inevitable consequence for 
violence. 

Public Policy senior lecturer at University of 
Indonesia, Andrinof Chaniago, said that the May 1998 
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Tragedy was an orchestrated political move by 
political elites targeting the ‗market-dominant 
minority‘ of Indonesia, which are the Chinese-
Indonesians, to create fear and divide the nation. I 
find this hypothesis makes sense, yet it doesn‘t 
provide any solution on how to ensure a future that is 
less violent. 

Jemma Purdey of the University of 
Melbourne Department of Political Science and 
author of the book Anti-Chinese Violence in Indonesia 
1996-1999, stated that they were targeted because of a 
widespread belief that they control the economy and 
are corrupt. Such perception was the result of 
propaganda carried out by the Suharto administration, 
which continued after his fall. 

With Purdey‘s theory combined with the 
other three hypotheses, we can conclude that 
Chinese-Indonesians are ‗the weakest link‘ in 
Indonesian society, making them ‗easy‘ targets. The 
ultimate responsibility lies in the hands of the 
government for failing to build the nation based on 
integrated pluralism and multiculturalism ideals, and I 
urge every Indonesian by citizenship, residency, and 
culture, to internalize values of equality, humanity, 
compassion, and liberation every day. 

Minorities are the Achilles‘ heels of 
Indonesian democracy, but we should remember they 
are also human beings whose good deeds on 
collective and individual levels should have been 
recorded carefully since pre-Independence days, in 
light of creating an objective history. The Suharto 
administration is notorious for systematically and 
legally persecuting Chinese-Indonesians, including 
wrongful accusations for ‗being communists.‘ 
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Hatred toward the Chinese-Indonesian 
minority was unnatural, implanted and the majority 
has been ‗used‘ by the political elites to systematically 
eliminate them. These historical facts must be 
acknowledged with humility and awareness despite 
any political, historical, and psychological denial. 

To heal, Indonesia must admit there is 
something wrong with our perception and that 
minority-majority is simply a concept politically 
created to divide Indonesia. Sure, facts are facts and 
the minority is a group of people whose quantity only 
amount to a small number in comparison with the 
whole. 

The issue of integrating a group of people 
into a society successfully requires more than 
eliminating them culturally by way of assimilation and 
active participation in politics. It is a matter of 
consciously purging misconceptions of being a 
minority or being a majority, by continuously learning 
about the beauty of differences that makes up the 
rainbow of humanity. 

Any theory on ‗why‘ the May 1998 Tragedy 
occurred is incomplete. We should use a holistic 
perspective to comprehend the incident. It requires 
adherence to utmost good faith, conscience and a 
belief that humanity is an invisible string that 
connects all of us. Any single strain to the string 
would strangle us all.[] 

 

Tempo English, May 18, 2011 
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Toward humane reasoning in Indonesian 
Islam 

 

 

 

 

 

Human beings have been searching for the 
Divine outside ourselves. We have forgotten that we 
all are part of Something Greater and It is a part of 
us. Thus, searching for humanity is as valid as 
searching for God, or even more valid because it is 
living and moving constantly, unlike the notion of 
God that‘s oftentimes dogmatic, rigid, and 
unquestionable —stillborn. 

It is common knowledge that religions have 
been used more than as a spiritual avenue. It is also a 
vehicle to obtain and sustain power. And Islam isn‘t 
an exception. Violence and killings have been 
performed in the name of Allah. Let us remind 
ourselves that Islam is based on peace, nonviolence 
and nonkilling principles, thus the persecution of 
Ahmadis in Indonesia is a gross violation of universal 
human rights and the principles of Islam. 

Historically, religions have been politicized for 
the benefit of the rulers. Eric Fromm called it ―the 
cultural God.‖ In the hands of Emperor Constantine, 
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with the Edict of Milan, the Bible was officiated with 
Christianity as the ‗official‘ religion of the kingdom. 
This says a lot about the fabricated ‗stagnation‘ as a 
religion and its holy book were used to stabilize the 
society in which the ruler ruled. The same thing can 
be found in the history of other religions, including 
Islam. 

Those who believe in the rigidity of dogmas, 
immovably believe with all their fibers that God‘s 
words made up the holy books. In a theocentric 
perspective like this, stagnation is more than 
expected, as it is the only consequence. A movement 
to return to the past ideal is oftentimes used to seal 
mouths and block reforms. But we are moving 
forward as time is linear—except in quantum physics 
that believes time is circular, but is not the scope of 
this article. 

In this globalized world, stagnation caused by 
narrow interpretations of a religion translates to 
slowly dying through self-inflicted suffocation, such 
as the ongoing persecution of Ahmadis in Indonesia. 
Let us remind ourselves that it is Allah‘s prerogative 
to consider Ahmadiyya Islamic or not. It is not for 
any human being to cast the first stone. 

Legalized persecution is not the answer in 
handling Ahmadiyya and Ahmadis. Placing Ahmadis 
in a box by disbanding it or legally restricting its 
operation gives unspoken permission and justification 
to Islamic hardliners to act more violently in the 
future. It wouldn‘t be an exaggeration to note that 
Indonesia is experiencing a downward spiral caused 
by the radicalization and narrowing interpretations of 
Islam. 
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Professor Charles Kimball of University of 
Oklahoma in When Religion Becomes Evil posited five 
signs of religion poisoning. First, a religion or a strain 
of a religion claims its doctrines are absolute truths. 
Second, their followers are blinded by religious 
leaders despite their teachings are against reason. 
Third, a religion or a strain of a religion glorifies its 
ideal past thus heading into a theocracy. Fourth, their 
goals justify the means (including using violence). 
Fifth, a religion or a strain of a religion has become so 
evil and corrupt that it is waging wars against fellow 
humans. 

The answer to the radicalization of 
theocentric religion poisoning is returning to our 
humanity (anthropocentric). Use humane reasoning 
when we are faced with dilemmas. 

Retrain our mind to be more than receptive, 
train our mind to be proactive and explorative. 
Muslims should remember that a good conscience is a 
better barometer of one‘s piety than listening to an 
ulema with ―bad theology‖ and ―political agenda.‖ 

Be proactive and think independently first and 
foremost, by refraining from asking childlike 
questions like whether praying with eyes opened is 
allowed or forbidden, whether wearing nail polish is 
allowed or forbidden, and other trivial things. A 
black-and-white or right-and-wrong answer would 
construct dependent and vulnerable minds, which 
aren‘t likely to withstand complex modernity, hence 
persevering stagnation. Ask open-ended questions 
starting with ―why.‖ Ask hard questions to ourselves 
prior to making the best conscientious judgments. 
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Indonesia‘s fundamental principles Pancasila 
(The Five Principles) contains nonkilling philosophy 
in its second principle: just and civilized humanity. 
The 1945 Constitution further states in Article 28A 
that every individual has the right to live and to 
protect his or her livelihood. In Nonkilling Global 
Political Science, Professor Emeritus of the University 
of Hawaii and the founder of Center for Global 
Nonkilling Glenn D. Paige opposed three beliefs: 
human beings have killed and will continue to kill; 
scarce resources always end in conflict and killing; and 
to protect females and his offspring, human males 
will always need to kill. 

His arguments were: most humans are not 
killers, most religions and spiritual teachings favor 
nonkilling, human and animal nonkilling nature can 
be found in various scientific studies, and as of 2010, 
139 countries have abolished the death penalty. 
Abolishing the death penalty is a fact that a nonkilling 
policy can and has been implemented. Indonesia, on 
the other hand, is a retentionist country, where the 
death penalty is still enforced. 

Indonesia is also notorious for its violent past, 
in which killings have occurred millions of times 
throughout history. Nonkilling policies should be 
based upon acknowledging the underlying principle 
that any chance of direct or indirect misuse and 
misinterpretation would result in inhumane, 
unnecessary, and costly violence or killing. For 
instance, a discriminatory law may be misused for the 
benefit of another entity. An anti-pluralism fatwa by 
MUI (Indonesian Ulema Council) can be interpreted 
as a green light to discriminate non-Muslims and the 
ministerial joint decree on restricting Ahmadiyya 
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apparently has been interpreted as a license to kill 
Ahmadis. 

Islam, as the religion of majority, is based 
upon peace, nonviolence, and nonkilling. A hadits 
(saying) from Prophet Muhammad is crystal-clear on 
not killing other human beings, including those who 
are non-Muslims (dhimmi), ―Any Muslim who kills a 
dhimmi has not the slightest chance of catching even 
the faintest smell of Heaven. Protect them, they are 
my dhimmi.‖ 

Razi Ahmad, a former secretary of the 
National Gandhi Museum in New Delhi in Islam, 
Nonviolence, and Global Transformation cites first Caliph 
Abu Bakr who emphasized the holistic development 
of individuals as a basis for a healthy society. Killing 
of non-Muslims is forbidden by Allah as stated in 
Qur‘an 2:256, ―Let there be no compulsion in 
religion. Truth stands out clear from error.‖ 

Ahmad further explains that a ruler who is a 
Muslim doesn‘t automatically implement a virtuous 
government according to the principles set forth in 
the pluralistic, nonviolence, and nonkilling Qur‘an. It 
is in alignment with the notion of hidayat (guidance) in 
Islamic view, which believes that the truth can‘t be 
realized merely individually and one‘s piety is not 
adequate without contributing to the social good. 

One simple rule that transcends all religions, 
all schools of knowledge, and that is timeless is: do no 
harm. Loving others is oftentimes too idealistic. 
Doing no harm to others is both realistic and 
effortless. That‘s the true Islam.[] 

Tempo English, March 23, 2011
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Peacebuilding and peace journalism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Covering conflicts, wars, and attacks must be 
handled carefully. The press is expected to be 
objective and impartial in covering such sensitive 
issues. However, oftentimes, the result is the 
opposite.  

We have seen so many TV interviews in 
which two polarized interviewees are expected to 
debate fairly and squarely, yet the more aggressive and 
opinionated one is likely to steer the direction. In 
written reports, it‘s not uncommon to encounter 
explicit and implicit biases that would jeopardize 
peace structure in a society. 

Such media coverage creates more harm than 
good. For this, the press should be re-trained to 
properly implement peace journalism. The rule of 
thumb, like in medicine and psychotherapy, is: media 
coverage should do no harm. Journalists should not 
add insult to injury.  
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Johan Galtung, the founder of Peace and 
Conflict Studies, coined the term ―peace journalism.‖ 
Peace journalism is the corollary of war journalism. 
War journalism reports conflicts that occur at present 
in a specific region where violence took place, is 
taking place, or is likely to take place.  

In peace journalism, editors and reporters 
carefully weigh the pros and cons of reporting a story, 
what story to report, and how to report them in light 
of creating opportunities for society to cultivate 
responses to violence and conflict with peaceful 
means.  

Peace itself is not the absence of conflict, but 
it is the absence of violence. Conflicts will continue to 
occur throughout the history of mankind, but they 
should be resolved with non-violent measures.  

According to Lynch and McGoldrick in Peace 
Journalism, in peace journalism, insights of conflict 
analysis and transformation are used to update the 
concepts of balance, accuracy, and fairness in 
reporting. It further builds awareness of nonviolence 
in the process of story reporting. These are in 
contrary to ―regular‖ war reporting which tends to 
take sides and usually one side‘s story outweighs the 
other‘s. 

Thus, a story adhering to principles of peace 
journalism reflects: more than two sides, spreads 
peaceful ways to understand structure, culture and 
process of conflict, and sensitive to stakeholders‘ 
psychological and emotional well-being.  

However, peace journalism doesn‘t mean 
censoring information to ―protect‖ the public. It is 
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simply a more responsible form of journalism 
requiring deeper and more thoughtful information 
processing prior to being disseminated to the public.  

Galtung further compares peace journalism 
with war journalism. Peace journalism explores 
conflict formation, war journalism focuses on conflict 
arena. Peace journalism is win-win, war journalism is 
zero-sum orientation. Peace journalism explores 
empathy and understanding, war journalism uses ―us 
versus them‖ framework and propaganda.  

Peace journalism sees a conflict as a problem, 
war journalism sees the other side (an entity) as the 
problem. Peace journalism humanizes all, war 
journalism dehumanizes the other side. Peace 
journalism prevents further conflict, war journalism is 
reactive and waiting for new violence to report.  

Peace journalism covers suffering people 
oriented from both sides, war journalism focuses on 
one side‘s suffering only. Peace journalism focuses on 
laypeople peacemakers, war journalism focuses on 
elite peacemakers, such as politicians and high-
profiled leaders. At last, peace journalism is non-
violent solution oriented, while war journalism is 
victory oriented.  

In the recent attacks of Indonesia-based 
Ahmadiyya followers of an Islamic sect in Banten and 
Christian churches and schools in Temanggung, TV 
shows have invited interviewees with polarizing 
ideologies, which created entertaining shows, but 
weren‘t effective for peacemaking and peacebuilding. 
They even created more fear in audience, due to the 
magnified messages of hatred conveyed by the 
extremist side.  
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Peace journalism requires conscientious 
decisions with an assumption that the audience is 
intelligent and prefers peace to ongoing violence. The 
press must be aware for the possibility of being a 
vehicle of advancement of violence. The press must 
behave as powerful peacemakers and peacebuilders, 
not spectators of conflicts and wars. 

―Bad and fearful news sells‖ is a mindless and 
heartless objective, especially in conflict-torn 
Indonesia. Use a long-term vision: in a peaceful 
society, people can work well without disruptions, 
which translates to better economy and higher 
purchasing power. There, you can still more papers 
and have more audience with peace. 

According to Cheryl Koopman and Lisa 
Butler of Stanford University Psychiatry Department, 
films portraying violence –in this case political 
violence—has at least short-term effects on viewers‘ 
moods and political behaviors and those with horrific 
images like experiences of soldiers in wars have 
considerable psychological consequences. Thus, it 
would wise for peace journalists to use films to 
invoke humanitarian responses. However, it must be 
done responsibly. 

At last, peace is not merely a Kantian 
normative ideal but also a living principle with which 
we should base our thoughts upon. With thoughts, 
we can influence opinions and policies, which is not 
conflict-free but violence-free.[] 
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A koala mom and a tiger cub 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Amy Chua is a ―tiger mom.‖ My Chinese 
Indonesian mom is, on contrary, a ―koala mom.‖ 
Amy Chua wouldn‘t allow her kids to play and insist 
them to get straight As. My mom would ask me many 
times to stop studying diligently to go out and play 
and insist that ―enjoying my life‖ is far more 
important than getting straight As. Amy Chua would 
confine her kids to practice piano, my mom would 
take me to a movie or a Disney on Ice show. Amy 
Chua wouldn‘t allow sleepovers, my mom would take 
me to the Sentosa Island just for the weekend. 

My childhood recollection included my mom 
literally carrying me on her back like a koala would do 
with her baby. I was going to Santa Theresia 
Elementary School at Jl. KH Agus Salim, which was a 
narrow street notorious with being flooded during 
rainy days. On one rainy day, I insisted going to 
school despite the flood, so my mom carefully drove 
me to school in her beetle Volkswagen. The water 



 

   31 

was knee high, so she said, ―Well, I‘d better carry you 
on my back so your uniform won‘t get wet.‖ And she 
did it without any further ado. 

She has been carrying me on her back since 
the day I was conceived and is likely to continue 
carrying me until the day I die. That‘s how much she 
loves me. 

My mom has been a single parent throughout 
most of my lifetime. Her husband and my biological 
father left her when she was pregnant –with me. She 
was in her early twenties at that time, a blossoming 
young woman with the whole world in front of her. 
Never I saw her weeping over her deadbeat former 
husband whom I only met three times in my adult 
life. 

Undoubtedly, my mom was the best mom a 
kid would have. She bought me beautiful things and 
took me to overseas trips so that I would know that 
the world is such a big and beautiful place. She was 
cheerful, loved singing and playing the piano, and –
more importantly—wouldn‘t push any kid to study. 

Her philosophy was, ―Anyone can be 
successful without having to go to school.‖ That‘s like 
having a mom who issued a license to skip schools 
and be totally spontaneous without having to worry 
about the future. 

But I knew that underneath that rosy 
demeanor, my mom missed many things a 20-year-
olds would experience, like going to college and 
dating guys. 
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We never talked about her former husband 
and I assumed she thought I didn‘t know about who 
my father was. So the routine life was quite normal 
for us. She would design and make beautiful western 
clothes and kebayas (Indonesian traditional outfits for 
women) every day, while I diligently went to school 
without talking about any sad thing. When one day I 
mentioned I knew who my father was, she laughed 
out loud, ―You are so smart and you pretended you 
didn‘t even know.‖ We laughed so hard afterward, as 
the silence has been broken. 

The strength of my mom is her ability to pick 
herself up and carry me on her back like a koala mom, 
without losing a smile on her face. And I‘m forever 
indebted to her for this. She maintained a sense of 
normalcy, as she gave me a normal life without any 
drama, without any tears, without any unnecessary 
wasted energy. Never once occurred to me that I was 
a ―broken kid from a broken home‖ because I sure 
wasn‘t. I excelled at school and was admired for my 
accomplishments. 

Four years ago, at 57, she applied for college 
and eight semesters later, she graduated with a cum 
laude. I was elated, because my ―koala mom‖ made a 
―tiger cub‖ proud. 

Yes, I was and still am a ―tiger cub‖ to my 
mom. I pulled and pushed her to realize that she is an 
extraordinary person and she could go back to college 
even in her 50s and graduated at 61. I used to call her 
(because I live across the continent) at least once a 
week to ―nag‖ her to pursue a bachelor‘s degree 
despite her ―I‘m not an intellectual person and I‘m 
too old‖ excuse. 
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Sometimes I would scold her, ―Do you think 
you‘re smart or stupid? If you think you‘re smart, why 
are you afraid to go to college? I will pay for your 
tuition and you don‘t need to get straight As, just a 
few Bs with a C average is fine. You just need to 
attend the minimum amount of lectures, no need to 
have a perfect attendance. And if you don‘t like it 
after two semesters, just drop out.‖ On other 
occasions, I would give her a list of books to read and 
summarize, which made me really sounding like a 
―tiger cub.‖ 

Eventually, she threw in the towel and applied 
herself to a weekend Sarjana (bachelor‘s degree) 
program at a nearby private university. She finally 
assuringly promised me with a disclaimer, ―But I 
won‘t be graduating in seven semesters or going to 
Universitas Indonesia like you.‖ 

On November 15, 2010, my mom graduated 
from college in eight semesters with a cum laude. 
That‘s a happy new beginning for a koala mom and a 
tiger cub. And I will nag her all over again until she 
graduates from a doctorate program with another cum 
laude.[] 
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The welfare side of  taxation: where is it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benjamin Franklin once said that the only 
certain things in the world are death and taxes. 

Indonesia is definitely suffering from lack of 
transparency in taxation system, so death could be 
more favorable. And by ―transparency,‖ I‘m referring 
to the ease of verifying incomes (both earned and 
unearned) and deductions, allowing tax payers to 
clearly and directly see where the taxes paid are 
allocated, particularly those promised for ―the welfare 
of the people.‖ Without a good system, we can only 
expect to see more tax avoidance, tax mitigation, and 
tax evasion by corrupt tax payers and corrupt tax 
officials like Gayus. 

The underlying philosophy of taxation in 
Indonesia is noble, as posited in UU No. 28/2007 
article 1, ―kontribusi wajib kepada negara yang terutang oleh 
orang pribadi atau badan yang bersifat memaksa berdasarkan 
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Undang Undang, dengan tidak mendapat timbal balik secara 
langsung dan digunakan untuk keperluan negara bagi sebesar-
besarnya kemakmuran rakyat‖ or translated as: 
―mandatory contribution to the state by individuals or 
entities as required by Laws, without getting any 
direct reciprocity and for the purpose of the state‘s 
for the welfare of the people.‖  

We should remind ourselves that a taxation 
system is not only about paying the government to do 
their jobs but it is also an avenue for the people to 
receive our rights. In short, a tax account has two 
columns: credit and debit. Just like your bank 
statement or other accounting books: account payable 
and account receivable, spending and receiving, 
money out and money in. We pay taxes and we also 
receive assistance. 

All in one account, it‘s that simple. 

The thing is, for Indonesia to do a major 
overhaul and implement a transparent taxation system 
requires a big heart from government officials 
because it would lower their power considerably. 

Based on this principle, using US federal and 
California taxation systems as comparison, income tax 
has four major elements: incomes, exemptions, 
credits, and tax refund or tax owed. Both earned and 
unearned incomes are taxable, with some exceptions, 
such as disaster relief payments and injury 
compensations. Here goes the ―money out‖ column. 

Adjustments are allowed with exemptions and 
credits. Here goes the ―money in or money stays‖ 
column. The underlying philosophy of exemptions 
and credits is providing minimal assistance to those 
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who are qualified (such as those with children) and 
those who are in need (such as those who earn less). 
The ultimate purpose is keeping tax payers in a good 
shape financially, which is ―the welfare‖ side of 
taxation. 

Exemptions, however, have phaseout 
thresholds, meaning those earning top dollars are 
perceived as self-sufficient, thus the pooled taxes 
should be diverted to those who are in need or 
―poor‖ by standards used. In 2009 US federal income 
taxation, personal exemptions are reduced for singles 
earning more than $166,800 and married filling joint 
$250,200. 

Those who finance their children and 
dependents, such as parents or family members, 
receive limited child credits and dependent credits. 
Those with small children who put them in childcare 
services also receive a limited amount of child care 
credit. On state level, whenever a disaster is recorded 
officially, disaster area credits are also allowed by 
adjusting the dependent credits. For instance, by 
hosting disaster survivors at home, a taxpayer is 
allowed to receive a limited credit from the state or to 
claim them as his temporary dependents. 

In Indonesia, taxation system is complicated, 
vague, and elusive. Most Indonesian citizens aren‘t 
even aware of the underlying principles and pooled 
taxes are ―distributed‖ to the people through 
government projects, not directly to tax payers‘ 
accounts. 

The cliché defensive remark we have been 
hearing has been, ―Most Indonesians are too poor to 
pay taxes, only the rich should pay taxes.‖ 
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That‘s a wrong misconception because a tax 
account has two columns: credit and debit. The rich 
are likely to pay more taxes, but the poor (or those 
needing temporary assistance) are likely to receive 
credits. Every one with income (both earned and 
unearned) must have a tax account and should be a 
taxpayer, regardless whether he or she actually pays or 
receives. And government is simply a conduit, a 
messenger. 

In capitalist countries, due to ―loopholes‖ in 
the system, the rich pay less tax than the poor despite 
the progressive taxation from 0 percent to 35 percent. 
Progressive taxation means ―the more income you 
make, the more taxes you pay.‖ Among the 
―loopholes‖ favoring the rich are trust fund 
mechanism and other corporate laws. Depending on 
the governing administration and current financial 
need or abundance, tax provisions change every year. 

In socialist countries, taxes are very well 
distributed, allowing the wide gap between the rich 
and the poor to narrow down considerably. Denmark, 
for instance, is one of the most taxed countries with 
tax-to-GDP ratio of 48.9 percent. 

The thing is, where the tax pendulum swings 
is a big question mark in Indonesia. Indonesia claims 
itself to be based on The Five Principles (Pancasila), 
which is somewhat socialistic but also a bit ―shy‖ to 
admit. Pancasila promotes godliness, pluralism, and 
social justice. Excellent points taken, but how do you 
actually implement such noble notions in applicable 
tax provisions? 
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Taxing should serve social purposes, first and 
foremost. Taxing isn‘t about making a cut from 
lucrative businesses or incidents.[] 

 

PedomanNews.com, March 4, 2011
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Productivity and the myth of  laziness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laziness is something we encounter every 
day, at home, at school and on the job site. We see 
lazy people of all ages, shapes, and colors everywhere. 

Some of them are obvious; others are not so 
obvious, from those who simply do nothing to those 
who make it look like working. Whatever the level of 
one‘s laziness, it is more an issue of insufficient 
productivity than specific personality traits or work 
habits. 

Mel Levine, MD, a professor at the University 
of North Carolina Medical School said in his book, 
The Myth of Laziness, that ―laziness‖ is a term referring 
to a dysfunction causing output failure. When an 
individual or a group doesn‘t perform up to 
optimized potential, they fail, and are often labeled 
―lazy.‖ 
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The causes for not accomplishing or 
producing satisfactorily may include physical or 
psychological elements. However, these causes tend 
to be understood and forgiven. These elements are 
variables in the so-called ―myth of laziness‖ because 
when they are fixed, individuals are capable of 
finishing tasks at hand that are within their skill sets. 

 

Children whose skill sets are incompatible 
with the tasks required of them may appear lazy in 
their performances. A kinesthetic learner may appear 
lazy when he or she encounters reading-based 
learning circumstances. 

However, output failure is unacceptable when 
it occurs without any significant physical or 
psychological problems and without any acceptable 
reasons to believe that an individual or a group of 
people has tried to perform to their optimized 
capacity. 

In a group setting, such as in an institution or 
a community, laziness can be embedded within the 
group‘s fabric. 

The premise that people are inherently lazy is 
condemning. The study of management has evolved 
to cater to a more humane premise that people are 
inherently diligent and love working. Lillian Moller 
Gilbreth combined psychology with working 
conditions. She believes that an individual is satisfied 
from using his or her skills in a job. 

This, naturally, would diminish productivity 
insufficiencies, or wasted time or laziness. The better 
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a person‘s skills match the job, the better the 
performance will be, thus productivity increases. 

In the case of Indonesia, a country with a 
population of 238 million people, have we produced 
significantly? If not, is such output failure a classic 
case of insufficient effort, which is to say, laziness? 

It is a tough question to answer without 
hurting anyone‘s feelings because of course no one 
wants to be perceived as lazy. So let‘s describe this 
phenomenon diplomatically: With such a large 
population, Indonesia has output failure. Blame 
history, blame culture, blame the current state of 
psychological health (or lack of it) due to the 
complacency of the leaders. Still, we can break the 
vicious cycle with strong individual will and can-do 
positive attitudes. 

Blaming — including blaming the past — 
doesn‘t change anything. Acknowledging what‘s 
wrong with us and being determined to fix it will 
make a difference. 

A recent survey by the Indonesian 
Department of Health showed that 80 percent of the 
3,000 respondent Indonesian children were negative 
thinkers. 

This negative thinking is also known as a 
mental block. Negative self-image is created by and 
creates bad habits, just the kind of news that makes 
our hearts race faster. 

How can we increase productivity with 
negative thinkers as our human capital? The answer is 
a complex one and must be addressed at all levels: 
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individually, in families, at schools, at workplaces, by 
those in high places and regular seats. 

Ideally, a holistic approach is adopted, with an 
emphasis placed on an awareness of growth mindsets 
instead of fixed mindsets. According to Carol S. 
Dweck, PhD, professor of Psychology at Stanford 
University, who cited Benjamin Barber, an eminent 
sociologist, ―I don‘t divide the world into the weak 
and the strong, or the successes and the failures. I 
divide the world into the learners and non-learners.‖ 

Dweck further said that there are four steps to 
changing a fixed mindset into one of growth. First, 
acknowledge the negative, mentally blocking fixed 
mindset that has been whispering ―nay-nay-nay.‖ 

Second, recognize that every failure can be 
seen as either a total collapse or a learning 
opportunity. We have a choice. Third, whenever the 
mentally-blocking negative self-talk takes over, we can 
talk back with positive, can-do voices. Fourth, simply 
act upon the choice based on the positive thought 
scenario. 

An environment of learning happily creates 
the positive ambiance required for growth mindsets 
to cultivate. Laziness might be more than a myth; it‘s 
a fact in corruption-laden Indonesia. But we have had 
the antidote all along: changing a child‘s mental block 
into a growth mindset, one child at a time.[] 

The Jakarta Post, January 25, 2011 
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Therapeutic writings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In an interview with a tabloid, I once 
answered, ―I write for the love of it. I do business for 
a living. I volunteer for love of humanity.‖ I find 
writing valuable for my own mental health and 
increasing public awareness on certain issues. In 
short, writing is therapeutic and provides an avenue 
to advocate causes I dearly believe in. 

The good thing is, writing is a learned skill. 
The rule of thumb is: the higher one‘s education is, 
the better they write. Is it a fact or merely a 
misconception? Also, how can one use writing 
effectively for therapeutic and advocacy purposes? 

First things first. We need to recognize what 
kind of writer we are. And yes, every individual who 
can read and write is a writer. Cited from an article by 
Ignas Kleden a long time ago, there are three types of 
writers: functional, technical, and cultural. 
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A functional writer is one who uses writing 
and reading skills to function in everyday activities. 
The fluency and sophistication level is considered at 
the basic or low-intermediate level. A technical writer 
is one who uses writing and reading skills in everyday 
activities and their job, which are an important and 
integrated part of their job description. The fluency 
and sophistication level is considered middle 
intermediate or low advanced. 

A cultural writer is one who uses writing and 
reading skills in everyday activities and in their job, 
and is obtaining mental satisfaction and achieving 
spiritual ecstasy. Most authors who have published 
significantly and those who enjoy reading and artistic 
endeavors as paths to self-expression belong in this 
category. 

Thus, the premise that the higher one‘s 
education translates to better writing is true to some 
extent, even though we can find many highly 
educated individuals, whose cultural expression and 
appreciation, are somewhat mediocre. 

For writing to be therapeutic, one does not 
need to belong to the ―culturally literate‖ category. 
One can simply write for the purpose of sharing with 
an imaginary audience. And one does not need to be 
well-versed in psychoanalysis. 

As a form of therapy, writing allows me to 
release deep thoughts about myself, the people 
around me, and the society in which I reside. Most are 
beautiful, but many are bluntly honest and bitter. 
After all, we live in an environment with both bright 
and dark sides. And what is better than writing to 
release both our protagonist and antagonist sides. 
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As a person with double Diasporas, writing is 
a way to express the longing to belong in two places 
far away yet so close at heart: Indonesia and China. 
These two cultures and countries shaped who I am 
today. Now, writing allows me to look back with a 
sense of thrill and awe. 

As a woman, the world looks quite colorful 
and relatively different from those who use their 
patriarchic pair of eyes. And as a child who was 
abandoned by her father prior to being born, self-
sufficiency has been the name of the game. In short, 
my writings have gone through multiple filtrations 
which may either provide more objectivity or, even, 
more subjectivity. 

Advocating causes require more than 
patience. Tenacity, intellectual intelligence, and 
sophistication in conveying messages are to name a 
few of required traits. A good writing skill, of course, 
is a major plus. 

Unless a lobbying activist brings a good 
proposal, or at least a good background illustration on 
why an issue requires immediate attention and action, 
it is unlikely that a cause can be propelled to be heard 
in meetings or hearings. 

Christopher Kush, an advocacy expert, argued 
that it is extremely important to understand what 
issues would make legislators‘ ears perk. There are at 
least five issues that most legislators would like to 
hear: local statistics on a certain issue, real-life stories 
illustrating the statistics, specific legislation actions 
and policies that would address the issue, how the 
government money (from incoming taxes) was spent 
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at the grassroot level, and the activist‘s visibility and 
connection in the represented region. 

Thus, for an advocacy letter to be read with 
interest, these five issues — or at least a few of them 
— must be clear. Of course, to be read is one thing, 
and to be acted upon is another. A well-written 
advocacy letter opens doors at multiple levels. 

Kush further distinguishes two styles to 
master: the formal argument and the personal story. 
While formal arguments work well as an opening, 
personal stories give glimpses of constituents‘ lives. 
How an issue becomes a nuisance or even a life-
threatening element should be clearly described, 
explained and argued with strong illuminating 
variables. Preferably, the arguments show how the 
issue would affect the legislators‘ families as well. 

According to UNICEF, Indonesia is a 
country with a high literacy level at 91 percent. This 
number, hopefully, also reflects a high percentage of 
therapeutic and advocacy writings. We can start with 
this awareness now.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, December 19, 2010 
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Multiculturalism and pluralism: failed 
fad? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

German Chancellor Angela Merkel said that 
multiculturalism in Europe has failed. Prior to that, 
Thilo Sarrazin, the author of Germany Does Away with 
Itself stated that Germany failed due to too many 
―unfavorable‖ immigrants. Those are strong 
statements. 

Compared with the United States and 
Australia, which are countries built by immigrants, 
European countries are struggling with the notion of 
multiculturalism. 

Despite a few hiccups of violent events 
throughout its colorful and colored history, in the 
USA, minorities and ―minorities within minorities‖ so 
far have been able to enjoy relative peace. 
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From slavery to the Civil Rights Movement 
inspired by Rosa Parks in Alabama in 1955 to the 
struggle of today‘s first African-American president. 
From the first Filipino immigrants settling in 
Louisiana in 1750 and the first Chinese settlers in 
1848 during the California Gold Rush, to the violent 
death of Vincent Chin in 1982 in Detroit due to car 
manufacturing workers‘ anger toward Japanese cars 
and the 1992 riots in Los Angeles where nine Korean 
grocers were killed. And of course, it‘s hard to forget 
the recent heated debate about the building of an 
Islamic Center near the 9/11 Ground Zero in New 
York City. 

On the discourse level, Charles Taylor and 
John Rawls, for instance, set theoretical frameworks 
on fairness and justice in a complex multicultural 
society, where a culture is recognized as an irreducibly 
social and intrinsic good. 

On the political level, policies have been 
changing to adapt with the growing trends in 
immigration regulations and creating legal frameworks 
on issues like discrimination and persecution. 

On the everyday level, laws and policies might 
be influential but people‘s mindsets matter more, as 
living in a harmonious coexistence requires more than 
philosophy and rules. 

As an example, in Germany and other 
European countries, the socialist welfare system 
provides a strong safety net accessible to all including 
newly arrived immigrants. In the USA, the welfare 
system is reserved for those who have exhausted 
other means, such as unemployment and disability 



 

   49 

benefits that are based on an individual‘s paid taxes 
and insurance premiums. 

In the USA, only those with long-term 
disability and of 62 years old minimum can receive 
Social Security benefits. And for those who were born 
after 1960, they can only obtain full Social Security 
retirement benefits when they hit 67 years old. 

In short, the requirements to receive any kind 
of benefits are more complicated in the USA than in 
many countries with socialist welfare system. 

Such differences in welfare implementation 
are examples of how the notion of safety net differs 
from one country to another, which eventually results 
in a multitude of results and reactions among 
individuals and groups in weaving the fabric of a 
multicultural society. 

In the USA, such a system has been 
contributing to more industriousness among new 
immigrants yielding in upward mobility. While it‘s on 
a case-by-case basis, prior to the current foreclosure 
crisis, it‘s not uncommon for an immigrant family to 
purchase their first house after a few years of 
settlement without any or with a limited assistance 
from the government. 

Success stories of immigrants and immigrant 
families are plentiful. And some even climb up the 
political ladder to represent the multicultural 
Americans. 

Bobby Jindal, the current governor of 
Louisiana, and Nikki Haley, the running candidate for 
governor of South Carolina, are both Indo-
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Americans. ―Indo‖ here refers to South Asians, 
particularly from Indian descent, who only make up 1 
percent of the US population. 

Both are Republicans and both reside in 
southern states, which were notorious for past 
slavery. Their achievements are remarkable and mind 
boggling: born of immigrant parents, conservatives 
and residing in southern states. 

Perhaps that‘s why America is so enticing, 
even in this bad economy. 

Such an interesting phenomenon might be an 
American Dream comes true, because apparently 
even the most conservative of American 
conservatives are proven to be open-minded and 
accepting of differences. 

If Jindal can make it as a governor, Haley as a 
gubernatorial candidate, and Obama as a US 
president, then America arguably has been doing 
something right about multiculturalism and in 
rewarding their people to equal upward mobility. 

So, what can Indonesia learn from the so-
called ―success stories‖ of US-style multiculturalism? 

First, a good system can create a favorable 
―default‖ state of healthy mobility and competition 
among people with different backgrounds, thus 
delivering an equal starting point. Second, cultivate a 
culture of meritocracy — not aristocracy — in which 
merits speak louder than any race, ethnicity, or 
religion. Third, cultivate awareness that a leader may 
belong to either the majority or the minority group, as 
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majority-minority is a polarization oftentimes created 
to be politicized. 

Indonesia has its own unique identity and 
problems, yet we should realize that the world is 
becoming borderless. It‘s time to embrace 
multiculturalism and pluralism with sincerity.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, December 6, 2010 
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The arduous road to prosperity in USA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Creating a balanced society where the haves 
and the have-nots live in harmony is always a 
challenging task. According to UC Berkeley 
economist Robert Reich, the culprits have been the 
insufficient earnings and low savings for the poor and 
insignificant spending –proportionate to income– for 
the rich causing fewer than optimum level of 
employment yielded from the multiplying effect of 
spending. 

In the USA, the term ―rich‖ refers to those 
who are earning significantly starting from a six-figure 
income to billions in USD annually. The top one 
percent earn more than $410,000 annually. The top 
two percent earn more than $260,000 annually. The 
top five percent earn more than $160,000 annually. 
The top ten percent earn more than $100,000 
annually. 
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Despite the argument that the term ―middle 
class‖ is hard to quantify, it is safe to assume those 
who earn above the official poverty line for a family 
of four ($22,050 for 2009) belong to this category. 
Most US population identify themselves as ―middle 
class‖ prior to the economy downturn which was 
announced to have ended in June 2009. 

The thing is, the middle, the upper middle and 
the upper classes, who were perceived as ―rich,‖ are 
disappearing. It is due to a multitude of reasons, such 
as globalization, insufficient earnings to catch up with 
the high cost of living despite US high wages, and the 
wealth concentration in the hands of only a few 
people.  

Main Street is still, undeniably, hemorrhaging, 
which can be observed from the intense foreclosure 
rate. By the end of this year, we can expect to have 3 
million homes foreclosed. Another 10 more million 
homes will be foreclosed in 2011 and 2012. And my 
residential home may be included in the statistics. 

In the last 21 months, I have been working to 
modify the terms of the loan agreement with the 
lender. It is not uncommon to have a proposal 
processed more than one or two years due to the long 
line of homes requiring attention –millions of loans.  

Generally, there are three reasons on why a 
borrower requests for a loan modification.  

The first reason is the loan is high-risk 
subprime with negative amortization, meaning the 
terms allow a homeowner to pay less than the 
monthly minimum of 30 years amortized capital and 
interest. A subprime loan is given to a borrower with 
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less-than-perfect credit score and high debt-to-
income ratio. Ideally, a loan is given to those with 
high FICO score of 700 or more and 31 percent ratio. 

The second reason is unemployment and 
other individual issues, which may occur to those with 
either prime or subprime loans. Without a steady 
income, it is impossible to make monthly payments.  

The third reason is negative equity in a 
property due to the market value was pulled down by 
surrounding foreclosed home. My residential home‘s 
current value is less than 50 percent of the purchased 
value due to a significant number of foreclosed and 
short sold homes in vicinity.  

With a significant negative equity and 
decreased income, requesting for a loan modification 
was the logical first choice. Extending payment term 
from 30 to 40 years, lowering interest to 2 percent, 
and reducing principal to match the current value 
should have been the logical solution.  

The argument is: if homeowners are given the 
chance to save their homes, they can concentrate on 
earning to pay the mortgage without worry. In the 
end, the ripple effects would result in faster economic 
recovery.  

Banks, however, prefer foreclosing and short 
selling rather than approving loan modification. They 
cash out quickly and can write off the loss within the 
same fiscal year. Short selling refers to selling a 
property for less than the loan amount, which is the 
second preference –from homeowner‘s perspective– 
after a failed loan modification.  
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Government bailout money also helps out 
banks by giving an additional funding for every 
foreclosed property to ensure banks have enough 
liquidity. What‘s good for banks are bad for 
consumers. 

With both short selling and foreclosing, a 
borrower may be taxed for forgiven debts. So far, the 
federal has not been taxing forgiven debts due to the 
state of economy. California considers home loans as 
non-recourse debts, which means a lender can seize 
the collaterized property but not taken the borrower 
liable for the loss. And foreclosure or the 
repossession of a property is the last resort after the 
other two have failed. 

With a short sale or a foreclosure in a 
borrower‘s credit record, he cannot purchase another 
home for a few years, which translate to –again—
fewer buyers in the market. Another downward turn 
in real sector economy is looming, as the result, while 
allowing contrarian capitalists to buy cheap properties 
ferociously. 

On macro level, economists are arguing 
whether free market or laissez faire economy is 
appropriate or not. Individuals, however, care more 
about attaining happiness, as stated by historian James 
Truslow Adams, ―a better, richer, and happier life for 
all our citizens of every rank.‖ 

I‘m wondering what class I belong to now, 
because I don‘t feel like middle class anymore.[] 
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Katrina, Merapi, and humanity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The United States has its fair share of natural 
disasters and experience in handling emergencies 
because of them. According to the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), this year 
alone 78 major disasters were declared. Some made it 
into the international news, traveling as far as 
Indonesia, while most of the disasters did not. 

 
In California alone, two major natural 

disasters were recorded in 2010: A severe winter 
storm and an earthquake. Smaller-scale disasters like 
local wildfires are considered minor and rarely make 
the national news, but remain equally frightening to 
those who experience them. Hurricane reports in 
Florida always make national television, occurring at 
least once every year. 

 
Newcomers from foreign countries might be 

astonished with the enormity and frequency of 
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disasters. In the USA, property and auto insurance 
coverages are mandatory, which is understandable. 

 
It is not an exaggeration to say that Americans 

are used to experiencing disasters. 
 
Tell an American about a natural catastrophe 

and they are likely the first ones to help. Former 
Playboy playmate Pamela Anderson quickly helped 
out Merapi refugees with the money she received for 
posing for a Playboy cover. Tom Cruise and Kim 
Kardashian were among the first celebrities 
expressing sympathy. 

 
When Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf of 

Mexico in August 2005, Louisiana, Mississippi and 
Florida were among the hardest hit. But, sometimes, 
the worst disasters become the best testaments of 
humanity and compassion, and the best test of an 
administration. 
 

Recently, Indonesia was hit by floods in 
Wasior, a tsunami in Mentawai and Mount Merapi‘s 
volcanic eruptions in Java. For a country sitting on 
the Ring of Fire, it is astonishing that only recently 
have major disasters been experienced simultaneously. 
It is unpleasant, but an unprecedented learning 
experience in managing emergencies and natural 
disasters. 

 
Columnist Bramantyo Prijosusilo brought to 

my attention the concept of Satu Keluarga, Satu Saudara 
(One Family, One Brotherhood), a concept associate 
professor at the Gadjah Mada University in 
Yogyakarta, Irfan D. Prijambada was also familiar 
with. Prijambada learned that the villagers of 
Banyuroto, a village in Magelang, were sheltering 
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2,700 displaced individuals affected by the Merapi 
eruptions. The idea first arose because Banyuroto 
doesn‘t have a public field or building. 

 
Prijambada, Prijosusilo and some local and 

national cultural icons such as singers Iwan Fals and 
Gus Mus have supported this effort and would like to 
see more families hosting Merapi refugees, or any 
other victims of natural disasters in Indonesia. 

 
A humble village has inspired the whole 

nation. 
 
While it sounds like a fresh idea, this concept 

is not new at all. Prijosusilo said, ―The wisdom of 
Banyuroto was also practiced over 1,400 years ago 
when Prophet Muhammad‘s followers, displaced 
from Mecca, were housed in the homes of the Anshar 
in the city of Yathrib, which later became known as 
the city of the Prophet.‖ 

 
    While the USA is secular, compassionate 

citizens have been practicing something similar, 
especially during a major emergency like Hurricane 
Katrina. Many non-profit organizations organized 
host family programs. Others acted upon their own 
inner callings without any intermediaries. 

 
The ability of a government on federal, state 

and local levels is evident in how they implement 
policies to overcome the social and economic impacts 
of a natural disaster. A disaster recorded as an official 
―major disaster‖ by FEMA is used by administrations 
as a reference. 

 
For instance, from May 20 to July 31, 2008, 

Arkansas, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, 
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Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska and Wisconsin were 
declared ―Midwestern Disaster Areas,‖ meaning 
residents were allowed to adjust their tax provisions. 

 
Federal, state, and local tax bureaus weigh the 

damages caused by natural disasters directly and 
indirectly. In short, tax laws are adaptable to disasters. 
At the very least, they accommodate changes in: loss 
limitations, cancellation of debts, earned income tax 
credits, education credits, exemptions to families 
affected by disasters, recapturing of mortgage 
subsidies, retirement funds, recovery assistance 
distributions, limits on charitable contributions and 
standard mileage rates for vehicles used in managing 
disasters. 

 
In the US tax system, the category ―qualified 

dependent‖ is often abused by taxpayers due to its 
vagueness. In an emergency, however, such categories 
are oftentimes lifesavers. The tax credits are 
encouraging enough for taxpayers to help others with 
taxation assistance from the government. 

 
Indonesia might have a long way to go to 

implement an emergency-conscious taxation system 
that is compassionate and accommodating to refugees 
of natural disasters. Yet it is something to be 
considered seriously and acted on, preferably right 
away. 

 
    The people can start helping one another 

and the government can start reinforcing the good 
deeds done by citizens with compassion-based 
policies. 
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Regardless of whether one is religious or not, 
there is no excuse for not helping others in need. We 
are one family and one brotherhood of humanity.[] 
 

The Jakarta Post, November 21, 2010 
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The truth about happiness 

 

 

 

 

 

An old adage goes, ―Money doesn‘t buy 
happiness.‖ Well, this has proven to be a fallacy. 
Economists Angus Deaton and Daniel Kahneman 
found in a survey of 450,000 Americans in 2008 and 
2009 for the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index 
that those who earned at least US$75,000 annually 
had a better sense of well-being than those who 
earned less. 

The figure proved to be a threshold, over 
which unhappiness stemming from a lack of money 
started to diminish. 

However, the relationship between money 
and happiness was not linear, according to the survey. 
Those who earned $150,000 annually were not twice 
as happy as those who earned $75,000. 

Achieving the threshold simply meant basic 
needs were met and that people seemed to feel more 
confident about their short-term and medium-term 
necessities. 
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Happiness is not only related to money. The 
quality of one‘s relationships with others and with 
one‘s self is also key. And so is everything ―in 
between.‖ 

After all, the general sense of well-being is a 
foundation for individualized preferences pertaining 
to individualized happiness. The criteria of personal 
happiness may differ to some extent, but the variables 
remain similar. 

The study of happiness at public and 
individual levels has been fascinating philosophers, 
scholars, researchers, and everyday Janes and Joes for 
centuries. 

Eighteenth century political theorists like 
Cesare Beccaria, Claude-Adrien Helvetius and Francis 
Hutcheson posited that the promotion of happiness 
and the avoidance of pain are goals of personal and 
public morality. The French Constitution of 1793 
wrote, ―Le but de la société est le bonheur commun‖ or ―the 
goal of society is general happiness.‖ Thomas 
Jefferson also eloquently included the pursuit of 
happiness in the Declaration of Independence. 

British philosopher born in 1748 Jeremy 
Bentham introduced cost-benefit analysis, which was 
an important tool in policy making. He wrote that the 
purpose of government is to minimize pains and 
maximize pleasures, which should be measured based 
on policy proposals that would produce the greatest 
overall happiness. 

Modern-day Bhutan is renowned for 
implementing such a philosophy, which is named 
―The Four Pillars of Gross National Happiness.‖ The 
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four pillars are: good governance and 
democratization, stable and equitable socioeconomic 
development, environmental protection, and 
preservation of culture. Though Bhutan isn‘t a 
perfectly happy kingdom, it is a precedent unlike 
others. 

On the individual level, happiness is about 
optimizing potentials and living in a positive 
environment. Positive Psychology, which is the 
scientific and applied approach to uncovering 
people‘s strength and promoting their ability to 
function positively, is the newest branch of 
psychology summed up in 2000 by Martin Seligman. 
The term ―positive psychology‖ itself was coined by 
Abraham Maslow. 

Unlike most branches of psychology, which 
mostly deal with mental illnesses and therapies, it 
studies how people can live to the fullest and make 
the most of what they have. It is more about 
magnifying human strengths than fixing their 
weaknesses. The better we use our strengths, the 
happier we become. 

It serves by providing both preventive and 
therapeutic measures. 

The premise of Positive Psychology is 
happiness comes from optimizing one‘s strengths. 
Jonathan Haidt, a psychology professor at the 
University of Virginia, in The Happiness Hypothesis 
argued that happiness comes from ―between.‖ By 
―between,‖ he referred to the space in between 
individuals, which can be found in relationships, 
environments, and activities that are balanced and 
harmonious. 
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Zappos.com, for instance, is known for its 
happy corporate culture. In Delivering Happiness: A 
Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose by Tony Hsieh, he 
shared how this successful dot-com raised itself up 
after rounds of hardship by building a positive and 
family spirit. 

Just like Nordstrom Inc., Zappos also 
implements ―use your best judgment‖ 
communications and customer service policies. In 
addition, Zappos uniquely fosters a culture of 
happiness with a framework consisting of four things: 
perceived control, perceived progress, connectedness 
and vision or meaning. 

Adapted from Seligman‘s Authentic Happiness, 
happiness itself can be divided into three levels: 
pleasure, passion, and higher purpose. Hsieh 
explained that the corporate culture aligns the 
business with happiness: profits, passion, and higher 
purpose. Hsieh claimed that the higher purpose of 
Zappos, including the book, was to contribute to a 
happiness movement and to help make the world a 
better place to live. 

In conclusion, happiness is more than a 
matter of philosophy or being financially rich. It is 
both a public and personal matter. 

To give a foundation to a general sense of 
well-being, policies should be designed to minimize 
pains and maximize happiness. To build an 
environment that promotes positive growth, the 
space in between individuals should be balanced and 
harmonious. And for every individual to live with a 
general sense of happiness, one must understand and 
emphasize one‘s strengths optimally with continuous 



 

   65 

efforts to improve. Finally, one should be financially 
capable of leading the lifestyle that he or she wishes. 

The general foundation of well-being is 
identical in every individual, but each individual is a 
unique being, so an appreciation of one‘s optimized 
potentials is the balancing ball in the quest for 
happiness. Be happy — now you know how.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, October 31, 2010 
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Developed Indonesia and third world 
America 

 

 

 

 

 

Indonesia is enjoying a rosy economy with a 
6.3 percent GDP growth predicted in 2011. The 
United States‘ economy, however, is slowing down 
rapidly with a predicted 2011 GDP growth of 2.5 
percent. 

Assuming optimized economic, political, and 
legislative environments at home and in Mexico, 
Australia, Vietnam, Nigeria and South Africa 
(MAVINS), Indonesia shall become a developed 
country by 2032. 

On the contrary, assuming problems aren‘t 
fixed properly, the United States may have become a 
third world country by that time. 

On paper, Indonesia is a youthful winner, 
while the USA is a grandfather waiting for a face-lift 
and a steroid injection. This shows how 
unprecedented the opportunities available for 
developing countries are. 
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Today, Indonesia, which is a G20 country, is 
receiving a large influx of capital, just below China 
and India. 

Based on US mistakes, Indonesia should be 
able to learn the relevant lessons and be prepared for 
a future economic boom. 

Yet such an opportunity might not be that 
easy to grasp because Indonesia is a country 
notorious for its unique problems: massive 
corruption, poverty, unemployment, persecution of 
minorities, human rights abuses, and so on. 

John Maynard Keynes stated that although 
capitalism is the best system to achieve a civilized 
economic society, it comes with two major 
drawbacks: failure to provide full employment and 
failure to equitably distribute wealth. 

These elements will continue to render the 
economy vulnerable, despite that the US recession 
was declared over in June 2009. Economist Robert 
Reich in Aftershock argued that such a declaration of 
―new normalcy‖ was a political statement because the 
fundamental problem had not been addressed 
properly. 

2010 Nobel economics laureate Peter 
Diamond worked on a theory explaining the obstacles 
preventing buyers and sellers from pairing efficiently, 
while Mortensen and Pissarides applied the theory to 
the labor market. These models are helpful to 
understand that unemployment, vacancies and wages 
are significantly affected by regulations and economic 
policies. 
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However, to better understand a 
phenomenon, a multidisciplinary holistic approach 
would provide a clearer picture, which would ideally 
include more than economic frameworks. 

Economic theories are excellent to see the 
world from a bird‘s eye view, but meso (medium 
reach) and micro (focused reach) are also equally 
important, because people deal with other people on 
the micro interaction level. 

Arianna Huffington in Third World America 
painted a detailed picture of the severity of current 
problems in the US. Let‘s look at the statistics: 2.8 
million homes were foreclosed in 2009 and 3 million 
more homes will be foreclosed in 2010. 

Another source said 10 million more homes 
are expected to be foreclosed in 2011 and 2012. The 
fact is, every single foreclosed home brings a 
multitude of changes within the community, in the 
family, and in an individual. A 1 percent increase in 
foreclosed homes translates to a 2.3 percent increase 
in violent criminal acts. With a gazillion homes 
already foreclosed or on the verge of being 
foreclosed, the quality of life of most Americans has 
been significantly affected. 

More than 41 million foreclosed homes in US 
are located in a neighborhood with other similar 
homes. 

The value of each home in the area decreases 
by US$9,000 for every foreclosure in the 
neighborhood. 
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The result: A loss of US$356 billion in 
property market value nationwide. While Wall Street 
is recovering nicely, Main Street is still hemorrhaging. 

There are three waves of the foreclosure 
crisis. The first wave was due to subprime loans, the 
second wave was due to unemployment, the third 
wave was a result of negative equity in homes directly 
or indirectly affected by the other two. 

While many families are fortunate enough to 
have another place to live, some end up on the streets 
waiting for temporary shelters. The National Center 
on Family Homelessness estimates that there are 1.5 
million homeless children in the USA, which is one in 
every 50 children. 

Every homeless child means a homeless 
family. More than 37 million people, or more than 10 
percent of current US population, are homeless. 
Without a home, working morale is low, which leads 
to an increase in unemployment, and you have a 
vicious circle. 

The banks‘ role in handling foreclosure 
procedures is questionable. Banks prefer foreclosing 
as it brings more cash quickly, so they can write off 
the loss in the same fiscal year. Short selling requires 
more paperwork and loan modification requires 
meticulous checks on a home owner‘s current 
financial situation and current property market value. 
The $789 billion Obama stimulus plan did not help 
much. 

Speedy foreclosure procedures but extremely 
long loan modification processes have sparked 
Congress‘ interests. It is a good thing that Obama has 



 

70 

refused to sign a bill for speeding up foreclosures and 
a hearing on this topic is scheduled in Congress in 
November. The largest mortgage lender, Bank of 
America, with 50 percent US market share, has halted 
all foreclosures and short selling processes in the 50 
states. 

America has a long way to go to fix its 
problems, but with deeply ingrained enthusiasm, 
positive thinking and a can-do attitude, it will 
eventually raise itself up at the speed of an old 
mammoth climbing uphill. 

How about Indonesia? Can Indonesia 
successfully switch places with the US as a developed 
country in 20 years?[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, October 17, 2010 
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Tipping point, terrorism, and crimes 
against humanity 

 

 

 

 

 

It‘s mind-boggling that the National Police 
have claimed they are one of the best police forces in 
the world in tackling terrorism and that the 
government has claimed it is an administration that 
governs a pluralistic country. Their claims are far 
from factual conditions. Otherwise many people 
wouldn‘t be puzzled. 

The Islam Defenders Front‘s (FPI) acts of 
terror are rampant and have reached a point where 
religious minorities, including both non-Muslims and 
Muslims, have no place to stand and breathe. 
Recently, the places of worship and private residences 
of the Ahmadiyya Muslim sect have been ransacked, 
destroyed and burned. People have been abused 
physically, mentally, and emotionally. 

Nothing the FPI does projects an image of 
peace, which is what Islam stands for. The FPI are 
more than religious extremists. And the Indonesian 
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government has not acted properly to ensure they no 
longer perform acts of terrorism in the future. 

The government must ensure that future acts 
of terrorism are eliminated, including those that may 
be perpetrated by the FPI on any civilian and any 
minority group. Only in this way could the country be 
called an integrated and pluralistic nation. Today, 
Indonesia is merely a segregated pluralistic country, or 
in other words, it looks pluralistic on the surface only. 

To this day, a joint ministerial decree issued in 
2008 banning Ahmadiyya members from practicing 
their faith in public or spreading its beliefs is still in 
force. In 2005, the MUI (Indonesian Ulema Council) 
also issued an edict that said Ahmadiyya was heterical 
and blamesphemous. 

Let me humbly remind the government that it 
allegedly ―condoned‖ those brutal acts legally 
(through the joint decree) and morally (through the 
MUI‘s edict). It might be true that President Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono previously expressed his 
sympathy to victims and asked the police to maintain 
security. 

However, by upholding the joint ministerial 
decree, the government became the perpetrator of so-
called ―legalized persecution.‖ It violated the 1945 
Constitution (the right to worship), principles of 
democracy (the protection of minorities) and 
principles of human rights. 

Of course, the government has not signed the 
1998 Rome Statute of the International Criminal 
Court (ICC). Otherwise, Indonesia would have to 
ratify and enforce the statute. Upon enforcement, 
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crimes against humanity could be brought to ICC at 
The Hague in The Netherlands. 

The Rome Statute defines crimes against 
humanity as: 

Offenses that constitute a serious attack on human 
dignity or cause grave humiliation to one or more 
human beings. 

Crimes against humanity are not isolated or sporadic 
events, but are part of a government policy (although 
the perpetrators need not identify themselves with this 
policy) or are part of a wide practice of atrocities 
tolerated or condoned by a government or a de facto 
authority. 

Murder, extermination, torture, rape, political, racial, 
or religious persecution and other inhumane acts may 
reach the threshold of crimes against humanity only if 
they are part of a widespread or systematic practice. 

Let me underscore this phrase: the wide practice 
of atrocities tolerated or condoned by a government or a de facto 
authority. Not performing sufficient measures to 
prevent attacks by the FPI falls under this definition. 

At this point, we need to keep pressuring the 
government and Yudhoyono to use their consciences, 
maintain security and respect the Indonesian people‘s 
sense of justice. International human rights watchdog 
organizations are working hard to pressure the 
government. And we, the people, are now waiting 
anxiously for a tipping point. 

The ―tipping point‖ is a theory popularized by 
Malcolm Gladwell, which refers to the moment of 
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critical mass, threshold or a boiling point. Certain 
individuals or situations may trigger the boiling point 
for sociological change. 

Considering the current state of frustration 
with and distrust of government by concerned 
citizens, it is not an exaggeration to predict that a 
tipping point for Indonesia is near. Such an 
occurrence might manifest itself in various forms, 
among which include the possibility of a revolution. 

A revolution itself is a fundamental change in 
power that takes place in a short period of time. How 
and when it will take place is a big question mark. 

It is simply a historical fact that change occurs 
periodically. Indonesia has endured far too long and is 
ripe for a major change where every citizen is equally 
protected. Things are boiling now and the tipping 
point is near.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, October 7, 2010 
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Death, midlife crisis, and family life 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We grow into multiple directions externally 
and internally, which we have been enduring and will 
continue to endure through the changes of inner 
weather and turmoil. As we age and grow a wee bit 
older every day, we take steps toward our final 
destination: death. 

David Shields said it well, ―The thing about 
life is that one day you‘ll be dead.‖ Point taken and it 
is a point of no return. 

Biologically speaking, we are decaying from 
the day of conception. Every nanosecond brings 
death closer. In between, we will find puberty, 
adulthood, gray hair and wrinkles, menopause, midlife 
crisis, illness after illness, terminal illness and, 
eventually, the final blow that strikes right into our 
essence causing the final departure. 
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Some people think life is about chemistry and 
chemical reactions. Many believe it‘s a spiritual 
matter. Life is a gift, nonetheless. 

Let‘s not debate whether life is a matter of the 
scientific rationale of natural selection, a part of the 
grand intelligent design or God‘s ultimate blessing. 

Whatever it is or isn‘t, we are in it together. 
We live in this body and walk toward the point of no 
return. How we approach it and make it meaningful 
for ourselves and others are what matters. And how 
we tackle life‘s bitter offerings determines the quality 
of our decisions and future solidity. 

At certain points, we experience the so-called 
―re-evaluation‖ periods, in which we search high and 
low for some explanations and justifications on 
actions we took and are likely to take in the future. 
These are critical moments, and one of the most 
critical has an interesting name ―midlife crisis.‖ 

Some people experience their midlife crisis 
sooner than others. Many experience it more than 
once. 

Others live a much more routine lifestyle and 
don‘t even bulge to ask ―why‖ and ―how to improve.‖ 
It‘s simply a matter of realization and materialization. 

Whenever experiencing a hardship, it is always 
a good opportunity to learn, fix, and plan. A hardship 
is always a moment to reflect and, perhaps, 
acknowledge the bigger picture of who we are and 
how far this crisis takes us. 
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Laura Munson once wrote for the ―Modern 
Love‖ column in The New York Times resulting in a 
book titled This is Not the Story You Think It is: A 
Season of Unlikely Happiness that her husband once 
rejected her and made a painful declaration about 
their relationship. 

It is something that most of us have 
experienced, perhaps even more than once. In such 
moments, we often blame others and ourselves. 

A marriage, after all, is a ―blame game,‖ 
sarcastically speaking. We keep blaming each other 
until we can no longer blame but stay or leave. This 
explains why in USA, one out of four marriages ends 
in divorce. 

But we humans can‘t always be grateful. We 
err and derail. We get bored and bore others. We are 
enforcers of our ego. We don‘t succumb to others‘ 
demands and ultimatums. We need to stand tall. No 
matter what. 

We often don‘t realize the fleeting moments. 
And moment to moment, things change. And a 
hardened heart may be softened instantaneously 
without warning. And what we see on the surface 
might not be a good indication of what‘s underneath, 
which is a principle in Jungian psychology. 

Munson stood by her belief with calm and 
acceptance. Her husband‘s crisis affected their family, 
but it shouldn‘t have been the trigger of their union‘s 
separation. With the strength of a regular human 
being and a woman, she simply didn‘t respond to 
negativity. She said, ―It is about choosing happiness 
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over suffering. It‘s about retraining the way we think.‖ 
A beautiful point taken. 

A good lesson in crisis is for all of us to see 
the bigger picture and don‘t accept suffering without 
our consent. Happiness, after all, is a choice 
regardless of the level of hardship we are 
experiencing. 

Death might be seen as the ultimate crisis of 
all, because the fight against death is often felt as 
such. 

Retraining how we think about death, other 
than it‘s the time for us to leave this life is key to how 
we live today. An acceptance of life‘s cycle of pain 
and joy and retraining our mind to selectively respond 
to external conditions should be able to carry us over 
to inner peace. 

At last, be free to acknowledge bitterness and 
be free to not responding to bitterness with 
bitterness. 

Death might not be so scary, life might not be 
so sweet and family life can be everything in between. 
It‘s just a matter of perspective.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, October 4, 2010 
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Doubt and why good people do bad 
things 

 

 

 

 

 

Indonesia is renowned for its kind, smiling 
and warm-hearted people, beautiful culture, strong 
values, high morality, and for being very religious. 

By the same token, Indonesia is also 
enigmatic, mind-boggling and paradoxical. 

Minorities have been persecuted. ―Heretical‖ 
Islamic sects have been condemned, destructed and 
banned. Churches have been burnt, closed and 
destroyed. Genocide has occurred in Papua causing 
tens of thousands of deaths. 

Porn has been banned and ministers have 
been judging morality based on people‘s wardrobes. 
All kinds of corruption have remained rampant 
beyond belief. 

President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono is a 
soft-spoken, cultured and highly educated individual 
with a PhD in Agriculture. During his election 
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campaign he vowed to eradicate corruption from its 
roots. 

Judging from his background and calm 
disposition, he could have been my kind of president. 

SBY condemned Terry Jones‘ Koran-burning 
plan, but did not stop the destruction of churches in 
his own country. He did not follow up with his 
anticorruption vow, allowing corrupt officials to run 
free unpunished or punished minimally. Interestingly, 
he has preferred to sing and write songs, smiling like 
an Indonesian Idol contestant. 

It is perplexing. How come an individual or 
group of individuals be so great and yet do so many 
inconceivably bad things? Why do they allow 
injustices and unfairness to continue? What can we do 
about it? 

I did not have the answers to all these 
questions, but I do have a part of the answer. After 
all, we need to understand the hidden truths and to 
acknowledge the bitter realities so we can use them as 
a ―diagnosis‖ to find the ―cure.‖ 

Carl Jung, the founder of the Jungian branch 
of psychology, posited that ―One does not become 
enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by 
making the darkness conscious.‖ Using the Depth 
Psychology technique, Jung shed light on individuals 
and groups that were inherently good but had done 
bad things.  

Jungian theory is based upon the notion that 
hidden subconscious meanings are projected through 
ego consciousness. 
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Historic programming is known to be 
cultivated in the unconscious mind, which can result 
in hubris and strong preconceived notions such as 
prejudices and stereotyping behaviors. 

According to Jung, fundamentalism in all 
forms is compounded of both. In a society, collective 
contagion creates group madness, which is folie à deux. 

With seductive ideologies, group ecstasy 
brings hidden devilish qualities to the surface. 

Throughout history, many incidents have 
shown how good people have been at doing bad 
things. 

Prior to 1537 when Pope Paul III declared 
that Indians had human souls, they were considered 
beasts, thus it was legitimate to hunt them. 
Experiments by Stanley Milgram at Yale in 1960s 
showed that more than 60 percent of respondents did 
not blink an eye when they were asked to torture a 
subject, under the belief that it was done for the 
greater good in the name of scientific research. 

This experiment explained why Nazi soldiers, 
who had the capacity to fall in love, did what they did 
in the Holocaust. 

It also explained why people under the 
influence of seductive ideology or other forms of 
seduction (like those carrying out corrupt acts) can 
ignore the well-being of others and disregard their 
own ―good-natured‖ disposition. 

It may also explain why a certain president 
condemns violations in a faraway country but 
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―approves‖ (by silence) the persecution and genocide 
against his own people. 

On religious fundamentalism, it is interesting 
to note that this phenomenon largely occurs in 
monotheistic religions. Using the same theoretical 
framework, such occurrences are believed to have 
stemmed from the rigid structure of salvation, which 
is manicheistic (dualistic) in nature: either heaven or 
earth, either saved for eternity or face eternal 
damnation. 

Eastern religions, such as Hinduism and 
Buddhism, are more ―flexible‖ due to less dogmatic 
approach, recognizing the ―second chances‖ in 
reincarnation. 

The formation of monotheistic 
fundamentalism is brought about by the repression of 
worries and anxieties. In individuals, one‘s denials and 
―bad‖ behaviors are also the result of repressed 
thoughts and imprinted historic programming. 

Ego always attempts to cloak the repressed 
unconscious mind, which from time to time emerges 
as things that are in direct opposition to an 
individual‘s or group‘s conscious beliefs. 

Repressed elements are the culprit of ―bad‖ 
beliefs, actions and behaviors. 

Understanding the root causes of why good 
people do bad things is crucial to acknowledging the 
existence of problems. 
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Only through acknowledging can the healing 
process begin, assuming peaceful non-violent and 
nonkilling acts follow in peace-building efforts. 

The role of ―doubt‖ is the key. Healthy 
skepticism allows consciousness to materialize. James 
Hollis PhD in Why Good People Do Bad Things: 
Understanding Our Darker Selves reminds us that hubris 
and historic programming can bring down an 
individual and a group of people. 

We must learn to be aware of where our acts 
come from and start acting out mindfully based on 
principles of compassion, non-violence and 
nonkilling. 

This is a hard task, but it must be done or 
Indonesia will become a country run by egoistical 
individuals who fantasize about nobility but are 
actually smothered in blood and tears.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, September 23, 2010 
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Healthcare for Indonesia: Universal or 
not? 

 

 

 

 

 

The Indonesian Health Ministry claims to 
have spent eight years drafting a universal healthcare 
bill, but has been facing a series of hurdles: lack of 
funding and other technical issues. The 2008 health 
insurance scheme for the poor, Jamkesmas, is 
notorious for its complex procedures and 
documentation requirements. 

For Indonesia to pursue universal healthcare 
is constitutional, as it is stated in the 1945 
Constitution amendments of Article 28H and Article 
34 (2) and (3), as the poor‘s healthcare is assured by 
law. The underlying premise is the financially able 
should assist those who are not. 

The notoriety in defining ―poor‖ in Indonesia 
is: it is based on a local authority‘s letter stating one‘s 
poverty (surat pernyataan miskin). Compared with the 
USA, where one must show annual tax report 
statement that quantifies the exact taxable earnings. 
Such a subjective statement of being ―poor‖ in 
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Indonesia must be revised, which brings with it 
implications for tax-reporting procedures. 

What is exactly ―universal healthcare‖? Why is 
it appealing? Is it the answer to all healthcare issues? 
Is it the same as America‘s forthcoming healthcare 
system, known as ―Obamacare‖? What are the issues 
surrounding healthcare systems in general? 

Universal healthcare is a system of organized 
healthcare for all citizens in a country. The funding 
comes from both, or either, taxation revenues and 
private contributions. Countries using taxation 
revenues to finance the system entirely include the 
UK, Italy, Spain and Scandinavian. The Canadian 
government pays for 70 percent of its citizens‘ 
healthcare, with the other 30 percent coming from 
private insurance. The Canadian government, 
however, manages the overall system, while the 
private insurances‘ roles are minimized as healthcare 
providers. 

The appeal of universal healthcare is that 
every individual is promised adequate healthcare. 

The big question is how adequate is 
―adequate.‖ As a minimum, universal healthcare 
promises minimal healthcare. Now, what is ―minimal‖ 
healthcare? Does it mean a patient is given painkiller 
medicine for throbbing pain in the stomach? Or, does 
it mean a patient is given the best therapy and the 
most appropriate treatment available for his or her 
stomach pain, which might turn out to be colon 
cancer after proper screening using the latest 
technology available? 



 

86 

Healthcare is no laughing matter. It is a 
serious life-and-death issue, requiring very careful 
handling using the most humane approach. Above all 
else, humanity must be upheld, which is the greatest 
challenge. 

A major downside in universal healthcare, 
alas, is limited funding, especially when the 
government is in charge of everything. This results in 
a lower quality of services provided and insufficient 
incentive for medical scientists to work on cures and 
new technologies.  

In Canada, for instance, patients with rare and 
advanced-stage diseases are referred to US hospitals, 
because they do not have the specialists, medicines 
and technologies for curing and treating them. It is 
also common knowledge that the waiting list for 
surgery within a universal healthcare system is 
extremely long, which may result in unnecessary 
deaths. An issue of ―who should be treated first‖ also 
occurs whenever two or more individuals are equally 
sick but the funding is limited. 

Obamacare can be summed up as the 
tightened version of the existing healthcare system. 
Starting in 2014, all American citizens will be required 
to purchase minimal health insurance coverage. 
Failure to do so will result in fines. Government 
subsidies will be given for those who cannot afford 
insurance. 

Health exchanges between US states will 
come into operation and insurance companies can no 
longer deny coverage for those with pre-existing 
conditions and children born with specific needs. 
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US government subsidies will be funded with 
higher taxes for those earning more than US$200,000 
annually (an increase of 2.35 percent of the Medicare 
tax rate and 3.8 percent of dividend and interest 
―unearned‖ income); from drug manufacturers (will 
pay $16 billion); from insurance companies (will pay 
$47 billion); and from medical device manufacturers 
(a 2.9 percent excise tax). 

Before Obamacare comes into effect in 2014, 
the US has an almost non-existent healthcare system 
for the middle class, only for the poor and the old, 
who are protected by law and eligible for 
government-assisted health insurance premiums. The 
poor and senior citizens in my county, for instance, 
are guaranteed by Medicare (federal), Medi-Cal (the 
state of California) and Medical Assistance Program 
(San Joaquin county). To qualify for Medical 
Assistance Program health coverage requires proof of 
gross income of less than 300 percent of the Federal 
Poverty Level. 

When dealing with healthcare systems, 
patients‘ wellbeing must be placed at the top of the 
agenda. Doctors and medical scientists must receive 
adequate incentives to keep up their high standards 
and morale. Other healthcare providers, such as 
hospitals, clinics and medical technology suppliers 
should be equally respected to ensure high quality of 
services. 

It remains to be seen how Indonesia is 
handling this complex issue. Play not with people‘s 
health and life.[] 

The Jakarta Post, August 31, 2010 
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Las Vegas, Indonesia and fashion morality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I visit Las Vegas whenever I want to watch 
my favorite singers performing. A few years ago, 
Celine Dion dominated Caesar Palace‘s center stage, 
now it is Cher. Barry Manilow at Paris Las Vegas and 
Jubilee at Bally‘s are two other top shows to see. 
Another show worth watching is Zumanity by Cirque 
Du Soleil. 

Jubilee is a lavish cabaret show with topless 
dancers wearing beads, furs, and enormous glittery 
headdresses. 

These flexible dancing girls are in top physical 
condition, and the ambiance is sensually acrobatic. 
Most performers wear skimpy attire. Only Barry 
Manilow wears a full tuxedo when performing. 

Is morality determined by the length of 
someone‘s clothing? Should we bother thinking about 
what people wear in Indonesia? Why, or why not? 
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It is not my place to judge morality or values, 
other than praising these Vegas dancers as top-notch 
international performers. Their cultured skill and 
stamina have been tested and appreciated by 
audiences for years.  

In Indonesia, talkative and communicative 
ministers like Communications and Information 
Technology Minister Tifatul Sembiring and Justice 
and Human Rights Minister Patrialis Akbar have 
taken to dictating Indonesia‘s ―high moral values.‖ 

In his latest statement, Patrialis urged western 
women not to wear only their bras when visiting 
Indonesian markets because it doesn‘t adhere to 
Indonesian values. Tifatul has committed to blocking 
porn Web sites during Ramadan. 

We respect our Muslim brothers and sisters 
who are fasting in the holy month of Ramadan. 
Perhaps blocking porn websites is a logical 
precautionary action to ensure Muslims fast without 
thinking about sexual intercourse or masturbation. 
Yet I believe ―temptation‖ is a good test of one‘s 
faith. 

I appreciate a person who may be surrounded 
by bad influences but still prevails by choosing faith 
and true piety. 

If all temptations are removed, leaving 
someone in an empty room, I‘m sure they will be 
pious by default, but not necessarily by choice. Such 
―piety‖ is cosmetic. 

What bothers me more is Patrialis‘ statement 
on western women who wear only bras to Indonesian 



 

90 

markets. Frankly speaking, I have never seen any 
western woman wearing only a pair of bras while 
shopping. 

I travel considerably to western countries and 
live in California. Los Angeles, where sensual 
Hollywood movie sirens live, is merely a one-hour 
flight away from home. If it were true that western 
women merely wear bras everywhere they go, I surely 
would have seen them in my 13 years of living here. 

Patrialis, who is supposed to show great 
tolerance and impartiality in his position as 
Indonesia‘s Justice and Human Rights Minister, has 
instead expressed intolerance and prejudice. 

Perhaps he is not a fashion critic. Western 
women may wear tank tops, which are sleeveless 
shirts, or backless blouses when shopping. Neither 
are brasseries. They may wear bikinis at the beach, but 
they aren‘t brasseries either. 

All women should freely have the right to 
wear whatever they want, and their morality should 
not be judged by their choice of clothing. If one 
doesn‘t like what others are wearing, simply don‘t 
look at them. 

We own our own eyes, so let us control what 
we choose to see, rather than attempting to control 
what others wear.  

Remember, Indonesia is not a theocracy. 
Indonesia is based on a secular constitution, which is 
contrary to misconceptions that Indonesia has an 
Islamic government. In Indonesia, fashion is not used 
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as a form of control, unlike in Iran, where hair styles 
are pre-determined by the government. 

Tala Raassi, an American-born Iranian fashion 
and swimsuit designer, was lashed 40 times for 
celebrating her sweet 16th birthday wearing a 
miniskirt while partying with co-ed friends in a private 
home in Iran. Fashion is now her way of expressing 
freedom and equality, which is also her ticket to 
success with her fashion line carried by boutiques in 
Miami, Los Angeles, San Diego and Dubai. 

I would love to take both ministers Tifatul 
Sembiring and Patrialis Akbar to a cabaret show in 
Las Vegas. There they can see how the human body is 
beautiful, and near-nudity is not trashy. From those 
flexible Cirque Du Soleil performers who wear 
skimpy and body-hugging leotards, we can learn to 
appreciate the hard-working muscles we all have. 
Their muscles are just like ours, only theirs work 
better because of years of training. 

We can see remarkable things when we look 
beyond the obvious. During the holy month of 
Ramadan, let‘s see beyond what our eyes observe, and 
look deep into people‘s hearts by appreciating their 
achievements, no matter how small or how different 
they may be from our expectations. 

The true spirit of Ramadan isn‘t based on 
judging people by how they look on the outside, but 
instead, respecting who they are on the inside. 
Marhaban ya Ramadan.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, August 19, 2010 



 

92 

Outsourcing integrity and cultural 
transformation in fighting corruption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Integrity is a rarity in Indonesia, which 
explains why it‘s ranked the 111th in the corruption 
perception ranking according to Transparency 
International. 

While many kinds of efforts have been 
undertaken to prevent and eradicate corruption, 
appropriate workable solutions haven‘t been found. 

Interestingly, other countries, such as Angola, 
Latvia, Kosovo, Nicaragua and Haiti have been able 
to collect state revenues in an efficient and proper 
manner. 

The key is outsourcing integrity, when other 
methods have been exhausted. 

First things first, there are three types of 
corruption: bribery, extortion and nepotism. All these 
result in considerably lowered state revenues. 
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In Corruption: Its Nature, Causes and Function, 
Prof. Syed Hussein Alatas stated the functions of 
corruption: transactive to win business, extortive as 
threatening harm, defensive to avoid harm to self or 
family, investive as a way to look for future rewards 
and nepotistic that favors family or friends. 

In short, any behavior abusing public trust for 
private gain is a form of corruption. 

In Indonesia where corruption has reached its 
highest level, as posited by Alatas in The Sociology of 
Corruption, the internalization of forms of corruption 
have destroyed more than trust, failing the society 
entirely. 

When acts of corruption have been accepted 
as normalcy, corruption has become a culture. 
Naturally, containing, preventing, and eradicating 
corrupt acts would eventually show futility. 

For this, workable interventions are required. 
We can combine external and internal interventions. 

Now, let‘s talk about external intervention. 
Angola, which is currently ranked the 162th in the 
Transparency International Corruption Perception 
Index, has outsourced its customs collections to 
Crown Agents for Oversea Governments and 
Administrations. After a few years of using this 
British nonprofit‘s services in collection, their tariff 
revenues have tripled. 

In 1904, the president of the Dominican 
Republic, Carlos Felipe Morales Languasco, 
collaborated with the US government in managing the 
country‘s customs. 
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The US team set the country‘s tariff rates and 
collection regulations. This showed that outsourcing 
collection and tax management to other countries was 
not something new and enigmatic. 

Such success stories are replicable in 
Indonesia, as most obstacles are likely attitudinal. If 
we are serious about containing, preventing and 
eradicating corrupt acts in Indonesia, we should 
consider this bureaucratic reform option. 

According to Stanford Hoover Institute 
Fellow Kris James Mitchener and Harvard Business 
School professor Noel Maurer, the three advantages 
of outsourcing tax collections are: power reduction in 
public officials, increasing resources available in 
government posts and transparency and 
professionalism in managing collection reforms. 

Outsourced professionals are highly paid and 
highly trained in the field, thus they are more likely to 
adhere to institutional standards in getting a job done. 

The Dominican Republic asked for the 
assistance of the US government, while Angola uses 
the services of a private UK institution named The 
Crown Agents. Both come with pros and cons. 

The most obvious disadvantage of utilizing 
the assistance of a foreign government is in the matter 
of national confidentiality and other political interests. 

The most obvious advantage of using the 
services of an independent institution is its 
independence, impartiality and professionalism. 
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Political, cultural and educational 
interventions are necessary at this point, in addition to 
legal reform. While the decision to outsource is in the 
hands of policy makers, we have the power to 
influence them through engaging in ongoing pressing 
lobbies. 

At the grassroot level, communicating an 
awareness of acts of corruption should be done early 
on, which should begin from childhood. After all, 
young generations with strong, good characters are 
key to future integrity. 

Mochtar Lubis once said a cultural 
transformation is imperative in eradicating corruption, 
which can be done with internalization of cultural 
values distinguishing private and public matters, 
separating private and public belongings, and 
detaching familial solidarity from public solidarity. 

The result expected is heightened awareness 
on what constitutes corrupt acts and why cultivating 
integrity is the most dignified thing to do. When we 
don‘t have much trust left in the Indonesian 
government, we can invite impartial third parties from 
overseas. 

When we are fed up with a culture of 
corruption, we can transform it into a culture of 
anticorruption. A concoction of external and internal 
interruptions might as well be what Indonesia needs 
in fighting corruption.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, August 10, 2010 
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Interpreting Koran as the source of  living 
fatwas 

 

 

 

 

 

In Indonesia, clerics and their ―political‖ 
organization Indonesian Ulema Council (MUI) have 
been making headlines with their so-called ―fatwas.‖ 
Even though some fatwas make sense, like forbidding 
smoking, which is bad for one‘s health, other fatwas 
sound trivial. 

Their edicts on haram (forbidden) and halal 
(not forbidden) are often interchangeable, making 
them sound like a group of lost people who change 
their minds quite easily. Some of these clerics are also 
known to be anti-pluralism and anti-multiculturalism. 

In short, some members of this group of 
religious leaders have been creating instability and 
confusion among laypeople in Indonesia and fear 
among Indonesian minorities. 

Thus, it is preferable to understand the 
process of interpreting something with valid 
reasoning and interpreting skills. This way, people can 
learn to be more mature spiritually and believe in their 
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conscience more. And we all can see that being anti-
pluralism and anti-multicultarism is a fallacy. 

The interpretations of Islam for political 
purposes are likely to be singular and rigid aiming at 
controlling the people (ummah) or constituents, 
ranging from a certain dress code, to conformity in 
public behaviors, to uniformity in a moral compass. 
Such a phenomenon has been creating an ongoing 
misconception of the Koran as a feudalistic, closed 
and stillborn text, and Islam as an oppressive religion. 

Contrary to popular belief, the Koran is a 
living text and an ongoing discourse with pluralism as 
the default state of framework. To refresh our 
memory, Islam was born and grew in lively trading 
heterogeneous environments, not in a silent 
homogenous surrounding. The Prophet Muhammad 
was a successful businessman who traveled 
considerably. 

Pluralistic cosmopolitanism was the backdrop 
of the birth and the spreading of Islam worldwide, 
which is often forgotten. Islam is an adaptable and 
modern religion and system. 

With ―pluralism‖ as the fundamental spirit of 
the Koran, it is encouraged to interpret (tafsir) with 
hermeneutics. Cited from Farid Esack, hermeneutics 
is the science of reflecting how a word or an event in 
a past time and culture may be understood and 
became existentially meaningful in our present 
situation. This method brings together various 
cultures and time spans for better understanding. 

Hermeneutics reveal the etymological and 
terminological elements because time changes 
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meanings regardless of its original purpose. Spatial 
and temporal continua, thus, should be considered 
within a cultural relativity framework.  

In general, the Koranic verses can be 
distinguished into two groups: Universal and 
particular, and sufficiently clear and requiring further 
interpretation. The first group refers to the 
applicability and the second group refers to depth of 
understanding. The first verse of Koran, ―In the name 
of God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy‖ is a 
universal and clear verse. This verse is the underlying 
principle of all other verses. However, other verses 
aren‘t that simple to interpret. 

According to Abdul Moqsith Ghazali in the 
Religious Pluralism Argument, two interpretation (tafsir) 
methods are chronological and thematic. The first 
method is meticulous elucidation from the beginning 
to the end, which requires Arabic language mastery to 
ensure no nuances and meanings are lost or 
overlooked in translation. 

The second method uses systematic 
categorizations because the Koran was not delivered 
in a chronological manner. This method is more 
complex and idealistic. 

In interpreting jurisprudence (fiqh), Al-Ahkam 
Al-Khamzah or the cycle of halal-sunnah-wajib-haram, 
serves as the underlying principle. Due to its cyclical 
nature, nothing is absolute when it comes to reward 
and punishment, according to Prof. Dr. Muhammad 
Daud Ali in Islamic Law. 

A classic example is the notion of kufr or non-
believer. The spectrum ranges from a complete non-
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believer of God, a non-Abrahamic religious believer, 
a non-Muslim, to a Muslim who doesn‘t practice 
fundamental Islamic teachings. Such colorful 
interpretations of a non-believer have implications in 
implementing minority protection, for instance. 

Another example of Al-Ahkam Al-Khamzah in 
action is on women‘s dress code and the obligation 
(wajib) of marriage. The notions of aurat vary from 
one culture to another, thus what constitutes ―polite‖ 
and ―modest‖ also differs. An individual will be 
considered ―obligated‖ to marry after reaching adult 
age, which differs from one place to another. 

Today, Islam as a religion and system of living 
has been overridden by Islam as a political 
instrument. Proper interpretations of Koranic verses, 
laws, and fiqh have been deliberately made unpopular. 

It is time for ummah to realize that the Koran 
is a living text and an ongoing discourse that was 
historically bred and grown in pluralistic 
environments. 

A movement to return to intelligent 
interpretations of Islam must be communicated and 
popularized. 

Islam is beautiful. And its beauty lies in the 
multitude of colors illuminated by the Mercy of Allah, 
where people and religion coexist peacefully. 
Whenever in doubt, recite this verse, ―Had Allah 
willed, He could have made you one community. But 
[He did not] that He may try you by that which He 
hath given you‖ (5:48).[] 

The Jakarta Post, August 3, 2010 
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The perils of  irrationality and diplomacy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The world is both rational and irrational. 
Specifically, the world of politics is full of irrationality 
throughout the history of mankind. Thus, it might 
attest that men are intrinsically irrational, or at least 
those with power are. 

In Laws, Plato said, ―Peace is only a name; in 
reality, every city is in a natural state of war with every 
other.‖ Peace is the rational choice, yet those in 
politics have been deliberately choosing violence in 
the name of security and maintaining power status 
quo. 

To balance this out, idealists have been using 
diplomacy as its antidote. But why doesn‘t diplomacy 
always work? Is diplomacy over-rated? Some 
diplomatic missions are even abandoned due to no 
result. What are alternatives to diplomacy in building 
and maintaining peace? 

Indonesia is renowned for its ―playing it safe‖ 
foreign policy, bordering insecurity. Often, for the 
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sake of protecting national interests, which might 
have stemmed from diffidence due to various 
reasons, the focus is on domestic affairs, instead of 
active international relations. For some reason, 
parochial nationalism still exists among government 
officials, which is reflected in over protectionism in 
things that matter, such as medical advancement, 
while being over liberal in harvesting non-renewable 
natural resources, such as the mining industry. 

The Democratic Party of the USA, to the 
contrary, is known for adherence to activities based 
on ―supranational constraints on unilateral policies 
and the progressive development of community 
norms‖ based on the Kantian perspective. Such 
philosophy opens many doors for Barack Obama in 
his attempt to join the European Union‘s leading 
position in soft power diplomatic missions. 

Whether Indonesia should be more active 
diplomatically goes without saying. Diplomacy is an 
instrument for both the strong and the weak to build 
and maintain peace while achieving their goals. 

Frankly speaking, while Indonesia has many 
things to offer other than its strategic location, it is 
less favorable when it comes to building 
collaborations in achieving a harmonious world 
community. 

Indonesia should be more diligent in 
strengthening its mediation and persuasion standpoint 
pertaining to world issues, which might not 
necessarily affect the country directly. Being 
environmentally conscious is a good start and 
maintaining leadership in this might prove to be 
beneficial in the not-so-distant future. 
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The importance of such a standpoint is to join 
the circle of idealistic internationalism, which was 
inspired by Immanuel Kant‘s ―Perpetual Peace‖ essay. 
The benefits will pay off over time in the long-term, 
while at the moment it may simply increase the 
existing workload of professional diplomats. 

Of course, other than language and diplomatic 
skills, such idealism requires commitment and strong 
peace building awareness. Personal behavior might 
receive much attention, but fighting for injustices at 
various levels might be key. 

Diplomacy itself has been used by Indonesia 
to create an impression that things are going the way 
it should be and to buy time. Words, after all, are 
politics‘ most useful tools. It‘s inexpensive and 
flexible. 

Meanings can be hidden and deeds can be 
undone as long as the mannerism reflected in wisely 
chosen words makes sense. Just make sure not to 
insult any body‘s intelligence, as it is common 
knowledge that many Indonesian government 
officials don‘t necessarily see themselves as equal 
partners with their peers from other countries. 

Also as a tool for the strong, diplomacy can 
be used for oppressive purposes. Rounds and rounds 
of talks, summits, and agreements have been 
deliberately betrayed by Manila in centuries-old 
Mindanao conflict and in Israel-Palestinian conflict. 
However, we should keep optimism intact and 
improvise with diplomatic missions rather than 
ignoring it all together. 
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It might have been human nature, at least in 
the realm of politics, to be irrational and to use threat 
and violence to reach the destination. Interests, at 
best, should be directed for people‘s well-being, 
which require intense oversight. And for this, citizen 
diplomacy is key. 

The core of diplomacy is words. Words in 
action are words that give meaning and words in 
action are attitudes and behaviors. Mark Twain said, 
―the difference between the right word and the 
almost-right word is the difference between lightning 
and the lightning bug.‖ 

The core of soft power is also words. Words 
mark everything, both spoken and unspoken, 
projected and injected. Words literally make world 
goes round and words have the privilege to convey 
the messages of life or death. Using correct words in a 
diplomatic mission is likely to do more than buying 
time and creating a favorable image. It literally 
resolves conflicts and deepens peace, assuming they 
are followed through with proper deeds. 

Anything that violates human dignity, 
humanity and peace is irrational. It‘s my standpoint 
and I believe it wholeheartedly, because violence — 
the opposite of peace — doesn‘t give the required 
stability for normalcy and livelihood. 

Indonesian leaders and policy makers must 
return to a peaceful conscience and be less insecure 
about the past or the future.[] 

The Jakarta Post, July 26, 2010 
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In search of  a voice and chivalry in 
fighting corruption 

 

 

 

 

 

 

News on corrupt officials, intellectuals who 
work for oppressive conglomerates, and businesses 
causing extreme pollution and catastrophe have been 
selling newspapers and magazines. 

Indonesia is in crisis and we aren‘t talking 
about finances or its poor international image. We are 
talking about of the lack, or even a non-existence, of 
knights (the closest Western analogy to ksatria) in 
modern Indonesia. 

It is as if not being corrupt is stupid, because 
corruption has reached a cultural, not merely 
structural, level. Stealing has become a ―last resort‖ 
that can be justified. How anarchic such a mind-set is. 

Merriam-Webster defines ―mind-set‖ as a 
mental attitude or inclination or a fixed state of mind. 
For instance, a winner‘s mind-set says don‘t give up 
after losing a match. A loser‘s mind-set says give up 
instead of trying again. 
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A corrupt person sees handling a budget as an 
opportunity to steal, while an honest individual sees 
such a privilege as an opportunity to prove his or her 
skill and efficacy. 

We might have heard about the Betawi legend 
of Si Pitung, a man with advanced silat (martial arts) 
skills who stole from the rich and gave to the poor, as 
some sort of Indonesian Robin Hood. 

There are elements of ―stealing‖ and using 
martial arts in the process, which are not so noble and 
may be interpreted differently by children and adults. 

While I admire Si Pitung‘s intentions (the 
why), I don‘t approve of theft or violence as methods 
to achieve the noble goal (the how), regardless of how 
rich the victim is. 

The notion of legitimizing theft ―as long as it 
is from the wealthy‖ is unacceptable, simply because a 
true compassionate hero is a knight who respects 
everybody the same way indiscriminately. 

Those who steal, thus, are not heroes in the 
full meaning of the word, but a discounted one. 

The mind-set of a knight refers to chivalry, a 
mental attitude in which an individual would choose 
to use the most compassionate and the most ethical 
methods in solving problems. 

He or she doesn‘t hesitate to sacrifice himself 
or herself for the greater good as long as the 
attainment process is based on principles of dignity, 
humanity, and compassion. 
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Indonesia needs more original stories of 
courage and compassion that do not have dark or 
unethical elements. 

For instance, western superhero stories, such 
as Spiderman, Batman and Superman, each have their 
own strengths and weaknesses. Out of those three 
heroes, the squeaky-clean role model for children, is 
Superman. 

Spiderman has a dark element, in which alter-
ego Peter Parker was bitten by a spider prior to 
becoming a jumping-and-swinging superhero wearing 
red-and-blue tights and a matching mask to keep his 
identity secret. 

Batman‘s alter ego, Bruce Wayne, is a playboy 
and the heir of a millionaire. He keeps his identity 
secret beneath a dark mask and drives a flashy black 
sports car that looks like a 1960s Impala. 

Superman, on the other hand, is an 
aristocratic orphan from another planet. He was 
adopted and raised by a loving middle-class couple, 
goes to school, works as a reporter, and doesn‘t cover 
his face with a mask. 

He doesn‘t have any obvious dark side 
requiring secrecy. Clark Kent even has a smart 
reporter girlfriend. 

In society, an elite group of people in power 
possess privileges are similar to superheroes: They can 
make things happen. As social contract theorists 
Thomas Hobbes and John Locke believed, individuals 
in a society are bound by an ―invisible‖ contract, 
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which is aimed to ensure equality despite different 
levels of power and ability held by each member. 

Alas, it is common knowledge that many 
Indonesian government officials abuse the social 
contract. Thus, instead of being superheroes for the 
people, they become supervillains. 

I know several individuals of the Indian Sikh 
―ksatria‖ class, which they call sardar. While their 
appearance doesn‘t differ considerably from those of 
other castes, their mental attitude is obvious. The 
males tend to sit erect, calm and are assertive. 

They serve others in a dignified style. It 
explains why they were impressive when serving as 
infantry in the British colonial army. 

Sikh women are strong leaders as well, which 
is reflected in their choices. While it may sound like a 
generalization, the values instilled in them are similar, 
if not identical, which are reflected in their choices. 

A knight (ksatria) doesn‘t require wearing 
body-fitting elastic outfits like a gymnast, a mask, and 
a cape. What Indonesia needs is more people with a 
knight‘s (ksatria) mind-set. 

These people should groom themselves to 
bring about positive changes, be living role models 
whose achievements and actions are fundamentally 
compassionate and ethical indiscriminately. 

In a pluralistic society like Indonesia, chivalry 
is a must, as it tests the minority to be courageous and 
the majority to be compassionate and accepting. We 
can never have too many knights. 
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Remember, a knight‘s voice is a voice of 
reason.[] 

The Jakarta Post, July 19, 2010 
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Mystery of  life, awe, and ecstasy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I live with a strong sense of awe and wonder. 
I love and adore mysteries. They are all around and 
inside me. Things unknown, things in the future, 
things far away, and things I keep close dearly to 
heart. 

Mysteries keep me alive and craving for more. 

In the end, they give me ecstasy.  

We might have been looking for answers 
throughout our lifetime, yet answers are actually not 
what we are looking for. 

Answers are finite; they close cases and books. 
Answers are closure, despite the following questions 
requiring new and more elaborated answers. 
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Sometimes the best things in life can‘t be 
answered. Some things are better left unsaid, 
untouched and unanswered. 

Many things are better left as illusions. 
Illusions of grandeur, illusion of Utopia, and illusions 
of darkness. 

What we are longing for is to live with 
mysteries. Look without and within. We are 
consumers of mysteries and we are also creators of 
mysteries. 

Culture feeds our hunger for mysteries and 
illusion of closures. Films, books, news, and schooling 
quench our thirst for them. 

We have the urge to understand them all. Yet, 
we understand none. 

Certain subjects pique our interest: death, 
crime, blood, catastrophe, war, anatomy, galaxy, and – 
what else – sex. They are intriguing because to 
understand them takes more than an ordinary 
comprehension and willingness to delve into their 
cores and essences. 

To understand them requires a deep sense of 
curiosity and complex imagination to begin with. 
Then it takes a few deep breaths to compartmentalize 
our existing shelf of knowledge to ready it for riddles 
and conundrums.  

These things keep our blood boiling and heart 
warm. They give us a mysterious reason to love and 
to attempt a deeper understanding for life. Perhaps 
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they are the murals of our dark side, or simply our 
curious hemisphere of the brain. 

Death and sex are two favorite mysteries of all 
time. They have been exploited for centuries in 
various forms and stories. Just like the story of 
vampires and werewolves that has been popularized 
recently by Stephanie Meyer‘s The Twilight saga with 
Bella Swan, Edward Cullen and Jacob Black. 

In this saga, death is anticipated by Bella as it 
would ―resurrect‖ her into vampiredom. And sex is 
the most forbidden thing as it is not only ―morally‖ 
wrong but also anatomically wrong. 

How come something so dark provide so 
much anticipation? Is it the ultimate illusion? Or is it 
simply our human psyche that is so thirsty for 
mysteries? 

Crime, blood, catastrophe and war often 
come as a package. They make us cringe, curse, weep 
and get mad as hell, but they also make human 
civilization move forward to new ages and close the 
periods prior. 

Great civilizations have always been tarnished 
– or even embellished – by great battles. Battles for 
power, battles for prestige, battles for ideology, and 
battles for the mere notion of winning over others. 
And these battles breed both winners and losers, erect 
symbols of triumphs as well as weep innocent 
casualties. 

Battles prove us to be rulers or bystanders, the 
powerful or the powerless. We are human, after all, 
part angels, part devils. Complete mortals. 
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We are capable of doing good as well as bad 
things. We are capable of loving as well as hating. We 
are capable of consuming mysteries as well as creating 
illusions. Which one are you, by the way? 

The dominant part, either the good or bad, 
determines our overall outlook on life. Hence, it 
doesn‘t stay that way for good, as things flow, nothing 
stays the same. At one point we are good boys with a 
tiny spot of bold intention, at some other point we 
are bad girls with illusory hopes and wishes. 

We are humans. I am human. And we all love 
mysteries. In fact, life itself is a mystery of the highest 
order. We breathe, we love, we loathe, we procreate, 
we get sick, we suffer, we are happy, we are grieving 
and then we die. 

The first and the last breaths are milestones. 
How we live with mysteries in between, colors who 
we are and our choices. 

I live with a strong sense of awe and wonder. 
I love mysteries. They keep me engulfed with the 
passion to understand who I am and what the world 
is all about. 

Above all, I am also a part of the grand 
mystery of life. The reason for my birth has not 
unfolded. And it is my mission to solve that mystery. 

What an ecstasy.[] 

The Jakarta Post, July 7, 2010 
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The constrained and unconstrained views 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Raphael‘s painting The School of Athens 
depicted Plato pointing to the sky and Aristotle 
pointing to the ground. It encapsulates the two 
approaches in how we perceive the world: perfection 
and grounded reality. 

These perspectives divide the world into 
unconstrained and constrained views, using terms 
used by Harvard professor of behavioral studies Tal 
Ben-Shahar. 

In psychology, they become perfectionism 
and optimalism; in politics, they become communism 
and capitalism; in everyday arguments, they become 
can-do and cannot-do. 

Plato‘s unconstrained view distinguishes the 
world into the perfect model and the one we‘re 
experiencing as mortals. He believed that an 
archetype always precedes the perceived world. 
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An idea comes first, experience comes 
second. Aristotle, however, saw the world as one big 
reality, in which experience must precede perception 
and our senses don‘t follow certain expectations. 
Experience comes first, synthesis of ideas comes 
second. 

Understanding how human nature works both 
at the individual and collective levels may shed some 
light on how to approach social and political issues, 
including current issues in Indonesia. 

Thomas Sowell in A Conflict of Visions, called 
―unconstrained‖ and ―constrained‖ visions. He stated, 
―A vision is what we sense or feel before we have 
constructed any systematic reasoning that could be 
called a theory, much less deduced any specific 
consequences as hypotheses to be tested against 
evidence. A vision is our sense of how the world 
works.‖ 

This explains why certain systems based on an 
―unconstrained view‖ place people as powerful and 
unlimited beings, while other systems based on the 
―constrained view‖ claim that people are limited and 
bounded by nature and natural laws. 

Of course, there is a spectrum of visions or 
views, which also give place to hybrid systems. And 
most likely a system is not purely unconstrained or 
constrained either. 

Notions of utopia, such as communism and 
socialism, are based on the Platonian unconstrained 
view, in which people are believed to be able to do 
good deeds for others because they are unlimited 
beings with altruistic intentions. Capitalism, on the 
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other hand, is based on an Aristotelian constrained 
view, in which people are limited to their own self-
interest, a view which was popularized by Adam 
Smith. 

One thing, which unconstrained and 
constrained views are not, is the swing of the left and 
right spectrum or good and bad. 

The unconstrained view may sound leftist, but 
it‘s actually referring to the control and uncontrollable 
elements of deeds. Thus, whether Indonesia is 
Platonian or Aristotelian isn‘t important. 

What‘s important is how to balance both 
unconstrained Utopian hopes and wishes with 
constrained actions and behavior. At the state level, 
this must be properly acknowledged by policy makers 
in their activities resulting in fair and just policies. At 
the public level, we should strive in understanding 
how things work and when and where a constrained 
vision is more appropriate than an unconstrained 
vision and vice versa. 

Pancasila itself is a set of noble principles with 
God as the ultimate model, just like how Plato 
believed in heavenly ideas. 

However, the performance of the Indonesian 
government is by far ―a bad example‖ of 
Aristotelianism, as noticeable in the culture of 
corruption and massive human rights abuses. Such 
culture is an example of the worst type of self-
interest. 

Extremist groups‘ vision, such as the FPI 
(Islam Defenders Front), is unconstrained as they 
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believe in the noble qualities of humans, which —
unfortunately— are based on their version of virtues. 
Too much idealism tainted with violence, however, 
makes this noble intention a fakery worthy punished 
by law. Altruistic motive doesn‘t mean much when it‘s 
not supported with factual altruistic deeds. And when 
violence is the chosen path, the notion of nobility is a 
fallacy. 

At this point, we may have been spending too 
much emphasis on the importance of noble 
intentions and virtues by adhering to some altruistic 
notions based on religious creeds and teachings. The 
recent Ariel-Luna sex video scandal also shows how 
the Indonesian government places excessive emphasis 
on its people‘s private domain and morality. 

We need realistic fair and just policies, as 
much as we need realistic and doable acts, to help 
people, or at least to ―do no harm.‖ John Stuart Mill 
said it well, ―A person may cause evil to others not 
only by his actions but by his inaction, and in either 
case he is justly accountable to them for the injury.‖ 

Let‘s cultivate a calm and conscientious heart 
to find a balance between unconstrained and 
constrained views of the notions of how the world 
should be and what we should act upon.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, July 4, 2010 

 

 



 

   117 

Soccer and politics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 16 years after the apartheid ended in South 
Africa, Johannesburg has already become the host of 
the 2010 FIFA World Cup. This achievement has 
made Africa proud as it is the first time this continent 
has hosted a prestigious sporting event like this. 

Historically speaking, South Africa has been 
colonized for 300 years by the English and the Dutch 
with 48 years of apartheid rule. In 16 short years, 
South Africa already built 1.1 million houses for the 
poor and has a rising number of middle class, 
although Caucasians still dominate the publicly traded 
companies on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange. 

What an achievement unlike others. 
Something Indonesia should learn from and 
implement. 

The movie Invictus played by Morgan Freeman 
and Matt Damon is a reminder of how deep Nelson 
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Mandela‘s reconciliation works have been carried out 
prior to and after the apartheid system collapsed. 

Though no peacebuilding and reconciliation 
works are perfect, many things can be learned from 
Mandela and South Africa‘s triumphant story. 

First things first, violence breeds more 
violence. This is the principle of peacebuilding and 
reconciliation, which is key to South Africa‘s 
impressive success story. A light-hearted inspiring 
anecdote that we can emulate is when Mandela was 
called by his prisoner‘s number, 46664. He refused to 
respond to the prison guards. Instead, he demanded 
to be called by his name. 

Such peaceful disobedience was similar to 
Rosa Parks who didn‘t give her bus seat to a white 
person, on December 1, 1955 in Montgomery, 
Alabama, which triggered the Civil Rights Movement 
in the United States short after. Such a natural 
response to reject oppression is often forgotten. 

After all, peace work involves philosophical, 
psychological, cultural, educational, policy making, 
legal and political concentrated efforts on both the 
individual and communal levels. 

According to Johan Galtung, the founder of 
peace and conflict studies, violence can be categorized 
into direct violence, structural violence and cultural 
violence. Direct violence is defined as direct harm. 

Structural violence refers to harm directly or 
indirectly undertaken by sociopolitical structures by 
depriving access to basic needs, such as ongoing 
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poverty and neglect. Cultural violence is a form of 
cultural justification of direct and structural violence. 

The antitheses of these three types of violence 
must be placed and implemented properly in society. 
South Africa so far is showing healthy signs of 
implementation of direct nonviolence, structural 
nonviolence and cultural nonviolence. 

Abolition of the apartheid is an important 
form of direct nonviolence in South Africa. In 
Indonesia, an ―apartheid‖ occurs in a more subtle 
manner, such as in segregated pluralism and s strong 
patriarchal culture. The antithesis of ―segregated‖ 
pluralism is ―integrated‖ pluralism, which we should 
strive for. In South Africa, distribution of resources 
has been increased considerably, which is evident in 
more than 1 million new houses for the poor and the 
rising middle class. In Indonesia, Papuans have been 
simmered in poverty while their natural resources are 
depleting due to irresponsible capitalistic interests. 

Through his fascination with sports, 
Mandela‘s dream of soccer is that it is used as a tool 
of deep cultural work in the field of cultural 
nonviolence. Psychological and emotional 
connections must be created between parties in 
conflict in order to preserve direct nonviolence and 
structural nonviolence. 

And what‘s better than using an activity that is 
as color blind as soccer. Genius. 

The Dreamfields Project is a non-profit 
organization whose goal is socializing the positive 
aspects of playing soccer. It has given out 20,000 
uniforms and pairs of shoes to give hope and a reason 
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to excel to South African children. The dream of 
soccer has trickled down to the children and they are 
the leaders of the future. 

Other than sport, the arts can also be used as 
strong and inspiring tools. Harvard political scientist 
Joseph Nye calls them ―soft power‖ instruments. 
Indonesia owns tons of such tools that can be used to 
peacefully bridge differences, eradicate conflicts and 
foster a culture of nonviolence. 

Jacques Derrida, a French philosopher, wrote 
about the politics of friendship, ―What is proper or 
essential to friendship, can be thought and lived 
without the least reference to the beloved, or more 
generally to the lovable – in any case, without having 
to set out from there, as from a principle.‖ In a 
democracy, the notion of the politics of friendship 
lies in fraternity or brotherhood. 

The love affair between South Africa and 
soccer is an advanced work of politics of 
fraternization. Politics is never separated from 
building relationships, which provides a valid 
framework for friendship to cultivate. 

Invictus is one of Nelson Mandela‘s favorite 
poems written by an English poet William Ernest 
Henley, ―I am the master of my fate. I am the captain 
of my soul.‖ We all are captains of our own fate and 
soul, so why succumb to violence? 

Stand up and strive for nonviolence. Influence 
others to do the same, so Indonesia can have a 
success story like South Africa.[] 

The Jakarta Post, June 20, 2010 
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Lessons from the Jews and conflict 
resolution 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The historical backdrop of the Israel-Palestine 
conflict can be traced back 5,000 years to 3000 BC. 
The story of struggling Jews is part legend, part 
scriptural, part psychological, and entirely political. 

Religions happens to be in the picture because 
the Middle East is the birthplace of three 
monotheisms —Judaism, Christianity and Islam— 
thus making it ―the cradle of civilization.‖ 

This ―cradle‖ status ensures the region is 
continuously in the limelight. Religions are involved, 
yet they are not the main concern. Instead, this 
conflict is a humanitarian issue of massive proportion. 
Like the Mindanao conflict, the Israel-Palestine 
conflict also centers on a piece of land. 

The notion that Jews are highly regarded 
because of the notion of ―the chosen‖ people is not a 
valid argument, to begin with. A religious belief, after 
all, is simply a belief. 
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Many things can be learned from the Jewish 
Diaspora, which started 3,700 years ago. Contrary to 
popular belief, such Diaspora was not induced by the 
Romans in 70 CE. 

The story of this people is more of betrayals 
and preservation of culture, something we all should 
acknowledge and be aware of. 

The politics of the Jewish Diaspora, however, 
has resulted in a tremendous amount of casualties 
over the centuries, including Jews and Arabs. Thus, it 
would not be fair to point fingers, as both might feel 
that they have been unfairly treated. 

Muslims and Jews were close brothers until 
the incident in Medina when Jewish influences were 
eliminated for not accepting Islam. It is 
distinguishable that a religion is both a spiritual 
vehicle and a political instrument. When it is used as a 
political instrument, the scripture is likely to show 
such an inclination. 

Now fast forward. The birth of Zionism, 
which was a movement of renewal for Jews by 
Theodore Herzl is meant to be the antithesis of 
antisemitism, which started a whole new ball game 
that continues to this very day. With the 1917 Balfour 
Declaration, in which the United Kingdom officially 
recognized the Jewish people‘s right to a homeland in 
Israel, and Woodrow Wilson‘s notion of self-
determination, the dream of unity provoked the Pan-
Arabism movement, which created more 
antisemitism. 

During that period, the Turks, then the 
Ottoman Empire, loosened up immigration 
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regulations, which resulted in waves of Jewish 
migration to Palestine. Such influxes brought some 
level of prosperity to Palestinian Arabs who sold their 
lands to the highest bidders, and eventually better 
healthcare and longer life expectancy. Yet some 
Palestinian Arabs saw the Jews as a threat to their 
sovereignty due to UK and US influences. Since then, 
widespread riots have been used as instruments of 
revolt. 

The UK and US have been involved in the 
region in rounds of talks. Harry Truman supported 
Zionists due to the promise of the Balfour 
Declaration and belief in humanity to compensate 
holocaust survivors. 

In 1947, the UN General Assembly declared 
the division of Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab 
state. 

Minority Jews the Irgun and the Lehi did not 
accept the partition. Soon after, both Jews and Arabs 
evacuated due to ensuing wars. Then there was war 
over Suez, the capture of Gaza, and Eisenhower‘s 
opposition against Britain‘s, France‘s and Israel‘s 
resistance against Egypt. 

In 1964, the Palestine Covenant was drafted. 
It redefined who ―Palestinians‖ were and declared 
Zionism a political movement bred for imperialism 
and fascist in nature. It also nullified the partitioning 
of Palestine in 1947. Next, UN Security Council 
Resolution No. 242 was rejected by PLO for failing to 
mention that ―all‖ would withdraw from occupied 
territories. Attacks and wars followed with the US and 
the Soviet Union on one side and Egypt-Syria-Lybia-
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Sudan-Algeria-Morocco on the other side. An oil 
embargo to the US ensued. 

A subsequent breakthrough attributed to 
Jimmy Carter was a catalyst resulting in the Camp 
David Accords on Sept. 17, 1978. Still, rounds of 
peace, war, and ceasefires occurred with the rise of 
the terrorist armies of Palestine, until now. 

The recent raid on the ―Freedom Flotilla,‖ 
resulting in nine deaths, diffused hopes for peace and 
severed Israel‘s relationship with Turkey. Israeli said 
they were protecting themselves against terrorism 
including in open waters. San Remo Manual on 
International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at 
Sea Clause 67 was used in the argument. This 
argument was not valid, as Hamas is not a state and 
the vessel‘s flag was Turkish. With international laws 
now more normative than ―actual‖ laws, new rounds 
of creative conflict resolution are expected. 

Johan Galtung, a mathematician and a 
sociologist, and the father of peace and conflict 
studies, proposed a six-state solution using 
Transcend‘s ―creative formula,‖ in which he focused 
on equal rights of the parties in conflict. The six equal 
states he proposed are: Israel, Palestine, Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria as full members. 

At last, remember to use a ―peace‖ approach, 
in every conflict situation, not merely a ―security‖ 
approach. The former focuses on resolving and 
transforming conflicts, while the latter focuses on 
punishment.[] 

The Jakarta Post, June 16, 2010 
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Anniversary of  Indonesian riots spurs talk 
about pluralism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This month marks the 12th anniversary of a 
critical event in recent Indonesian history –the May 
1998 riots. Following the death of four university 
students who were participating in a protest to 
demand the resignation of President Suharto, people 
took to the streets, rioting and looting. 

Though many claim the riots were a result of 
frustration with the current regime and mass 
unemployment, the ethnic Chinese Indonesian 
community quickly became a target of mob violence, 
including reports of nearly 100 Chinese Indonesian 
women being raped. 

On the anniversary of this tragedy, we must 
take the opportunity to look at ethnic and religious 
pluralism – toleration for a diversity of different 
groups and cultures – within Indonesian society 
today. 
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Jemma Purdey, a fellow at the University of 
Melbourne Department of Political Science and 
author of the book, Anti-Chinese Violence in Indonesia 
1996-1999, says that Chinese Indonesians were 
targeted in these riots because of a widespread belief 
in Indonesia that they control the economy and are 
corrupt. These kind of harmful misperceptions were 
pervasive during the Suharto administration and 
unfortunately have continued after its fall. 

Obstacles to overcoming these stereotypes 
and achieving true pluralism in Indonesia can be 
traced to the emergence of certain extremist 
ideologies and to poor governance. By understanding 
the underlying reasons for widespread anti-pluralism 
in Indonesia, we can look at the landscape of 
Indonesian pluralism with fresh eyes, hopefully 
inspiring a change of behavior and attitude toward 
those who are different. 

For instance, the Indonesian Ulema Council 
(MUI) –which was founded in 1975 and serves as 
Indonesia‘s topmost Muslim clerical body– is 
notorious for its fatwas against pluralism, secularism 
and liberalism. 

In Islam, a ―fatwa‖ serves as an informed and 
educated expert opinion, but one that is legally non-
binding. However, many Indonesians believe 
following fatwas are spiritually compulsory. Thus, 
these fatwas affect the behaviour and thinking of 
mainstream Indonesian Muslims who are mostly 
moderate in their outlook and practice, and who 
accept Islamic teachings as relayed to them by 
religious figures. 
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Religious clerics or scholars have the 
responsibility to clarify that a ―fatwa‖ is based on a 
particular scholar‘s understanding of an issue and is 
open to further interpretation – or even disagreement. 
In fact, all classical religious scholars conclude their 
fatwas by saying, ―And God knows best‖, in other 
words, not insisting on the absoluteness of their 
opinion. 

The MUI must do more, as it is comprised of 
members with enough charisma to influence the 
public in matters of tolerance and pluralism. 
Unfortunately, however, it has been silent on cases of 
alleged persecution towards ethnic and religious 
minorities, the eviction of poverty-stricken Chinese 
Indonesians from their homes and the forced closure 
of a Protestant church in Bekasi, a growing suburb in 
West Java. 

Furthermore, Indonesian religious leaders and 
scholars have not made pluralism-oriented teachings a 
priority. This must change. Religious schools in 
Indonesia should focus more of their curriculum on 
teaching pluralism and peaceful coexistence, while 
also offering hands-on training on respecting 
multiculturalism so that students can practically apply 
these teachings in daily interactions with others. 
Currently, these schools emphasise primarily the 
study of the Qur‘an, hadiths (sayings and actions of the 
Prophet Muhammad), Arabic and the history of Islam 
and Muslim civilisations. 

What Indonesia needs is for people at all 
levels of society –from the government to the general 
public– to vocally and actively support cultural and 
religious tolerance and pluralism. All Indonesians 
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must come to believe that neither one‘s culture nor 
religion is better or more valid than someone else‘s. 

There are many ways to act and worship. 
Diversity should be acknowledged and cherished with 
ongoing dialogue and collaboration between every 
ethnic or religious group so that each one is 
considered equal and valid. 

Spreading a spirit of pluralism in Indonesia 
requires a concentrated effort and a strong political 
will. Indonesians must support a change of 
consciousness and reform in their society by 
increasing awareness of the importance of equality 
and peaceful coexistence instead of waiting for 
another tragedy like the May 1998 riots to remind 
us.[] 

Common Ground News Service, May 25, 2010 
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The license to kill, punish, and 
discriminate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Justice and Human Rights Minister Patrialis 
Akbar said recently the Indonesian government was 
no longer prioritizing the search for the culprits 
responsible for The May 1998 Tragedy. 

He said, ―It‘s a bit difficult for us to look for 
who is responsible. However, we agree to hand out 
compensation [for the victims and their families], 
such as the chance to get a job. I even guarantee a job 
at the Justice and human rights ministry for them.‖ 

Yeah, right. 

This statement is outright appalling. Monetary 
compensation and job benefits sound good, but they 
cannot replace the men and women who were killed, 
the raped women, and, most importantly, the loss of 
trust in the government. 
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Do not punish the victims and survivors of an 
atrocity by discontinuing the search for culprits. They 
have suffered more than enough. 

A simple ―test of trust‖ would do. Just ask any 
pedestrian on the streets of Jakarta. Most likely they 
would say that pemerintah or Indonesian government 
officials aren‘t representative of the people. Some 
wealthy and corrupt businessmen are also known to 
support greedy politicians, who for some reasons, 
find ―easy money‖ extremely tempting. 

Just like the Indonesian Military (TNI) isn‘t 
the people‘s military, citing activist Coen Husein 
Pontoh, I would say the Indonesian government isn‘t 
the people‘s representatives either. 

In Indonesia, it is common knowledge that 
politics are sold to the highest bidders, including 
saving the human rights abusers. How sad. 

While it‘s not my place to judge Patrialis‘ 
reason on why the government is no longer 
prioritizing the search for The May 1998 Tragedy 
atrocity, I daringly make a subjective and speculative 
conclusion that he is allegedly involved in ―saving 
faces‖ of certain powerful people in the government 
or who intend to run in politics. 

Please note that I‘m using the word 
―allegedly‖ in this statement. It is simply a reminder, 
not an accusation. 

It is implied that the Justice and Human 
Rights Ministry of Indonesia is not interested in 
genuinely protecting the human rights of all 
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Indonesian citizens and residents. Of course, I will be 
extremely happy to be mistaken in this. 

We are sure that the minister will be very 
happy to prove us wrong by continuing the search for 
culprits of the May 1998 Tragedy. Can we get a 
handshake from you, sir? 

Such an insensitive statement is quite mind-
boggling considering Indonesia is an elected member 
of United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
among 47 members of 63 contenders, of which other 
12 Asian countries are Bangladesh, Bahrain, China, 
India, Japan, Jordan, Malaysia, Pakistan, Philippines, 
South Korea, Saudi Arabia and Sri Lanka.  

One of UNHRC three vice presidents is Dian 
Triansyah Djani of Indonesia. The other two are 
Carlos Portales of Chile and Andrej Logar of 
Slovenia. It is obvious that Indonesia looks pretty 
good on paper, as they will be serving until June 18, 
2010. 

For this year, however, the ―Coalition for an 
Effective Human Rights Council‖ comprising several 
NGOs including Human Rights Watch have made a 
joint statement that five UNHRC membership 
candidates — Angola, Libya, Malaysia, Uganda and 
Thailand — do not fit the criteria for selection. 

Iran has withdrawn in April 2010 due to 
pressure of human rights abuses. The other countries 
elected are: Mauritania, Maldives, Qatar, Moldova, 
Poland, Ecuator, Guatemala, Spain and Switzerland. 

Judging from this year‘s candidates, the 
election of Indonesia as a member was probably a 
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mistake since grave human rights abuses in various 
forms are still occurring to this very day, including 
killings, discrimination and unfair laws and 
regulations. 

While the UN is a respected organization, 
politicizing elements also occur, just like in any other 
organization.  

Hillel Neuer, the executive director of the UN 
Watch in Geneva, who leads the coalition said, ―By 
electing serial human rights violators, the UN violates 
its own criteria as well as common sense.‖ 

I have high hopes for Indonesia and the 
betterment of the human rights condition in this 
beloved country where I was born and raised. 

For now, let me remind the Indonesian 
government through its Justice and Human Rights 
Ministry that one violation against humanity is a 
violation against all members of the human race. 

Unless the search for the culprits of The May 
1998 Tragedy atrocity continues, Indonesia will never 
receive its deserved respect as a humane and 
democratic nation. 

Minorities and all human lives must be 
respected and protected in a fair democracy. At this 
point, Indonesia isn‘t a democracy. It‘s a tyrannical 
country. 

Families of victims and survivors of the May 
1998 Tragedy are waiting in tears, still.[] 

The Jakarta Post, May 23, 2010 



 

   133 

 

Manicheism in Indonesia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Along with Serbia, Iraq, Iran and North 
Korea, the peace-building approach in Indonesia is 
both polarizing and dualistic. In a term used by Johan 
Galtung, these traits are ―manicheistic.‖ 

Manicheism itself is a term originated from 
religious studies referring to a dualistic system of 
good and bad. In this case, it is referring to a 
preference in a security-oriented approach, rather 
than in a peace-oriented approach. 

In Indonesia, the state prefers to see 
―security‖ as identical to ―peace.‖ 

Indonesia must learn to adopt peace-oriented 
approaches in both daily living and policy making 
activities and attitudes. Failure to do so will 
exacerbate the already tarnished face of peaceful 
Indonesia with ongoing violent incidents and 
persecutions of minorities. By adopting a peace-



 

134 

oriented rather than a security-oriented approach, 
Indonesia will be able to cultivate peace from the 
ground up, where human rights — including minority 
rights — are upheld respectfully. 

First things first. What is ―peace‖? Is it the 
absence of war? Is it the absence of conflict? The 
opposite of peace is not conflict, but violence. Thus, a 
peaceful situation transpires when violence does not 
occur, even though conflict might still exist. It is 
impossible to eliminate conflict entirely as it is needed 
in the transformation process toward a more mature 
democracy. 

The definition of ―peace‖ itself has undergone 
a lengthy evolution. In the Hobbesian paradigm, 
peace is an individual and collective means fostering 
ethical transformation and aspiration to eliminate 
human-inflicted destruction. Ideally, in a healthy 
democracy, ―positive peace‖ continuously guarantees 
the people‘s pursuit of happiness, in which justice, 
equity, and liberty serve as the underlying 
background. 

Second, the peace-building approach adopted 
in Indonesia is security-oriented, in which polarization 
and dualism — referred to as ―manicheism‖ by 
Galtung — are used as the framework. For instance, 
Pancasila, the state ideology, is good, communism is 
bad. Having a religion is good, not having a religion is 
bad. Indonesian conservatism is good, neoliberalism 
is bad. Indonesian customs are good, Western 
influences are bad. And so on. 

In this approach, the ―evil‖ entity or action 
deserves to be punished legally or through social 
sanctions. And the militaristic involvement in 



 

   135 

handling conflict is the highest form of violence 
based on this approach. 

Such a security-oriented approach should be 
substituted with —or at least should be instilled 
with— a peace-oriented approach. A peace-oriented 
approach doesn‘t polarize or dualize an entity or an 
action as either good or bad. 

An entity or an action is neutral, while the 
only difference is whether the conflict caused has 
been resolved or transformed or not. Don‘t blame the 
individuals, blame the situation. Work on the situation 
to make it better. 

A peace culture is, thus, an important element 
in socializing a peace-oriented approach. It should 
aim at conscious and subconscious levels and on 
individual-level and state-level plateaus. Public arts 
and cultural synergies are oftentimes overlooked, yet 
they serve important roles. 

In cultural synergies, every culture must be 
respected equally without any dominance over others. 

Learning from the United States, the 
philosophy of ―otherness‖ has diminished 
considerably over the years. While isolated hate crime 
incidents still occur, the national philosophy over 
―otherness‖ has changed dramatically, especially with 
the election of Barack Obama as president. In 
multiethnic states, such as California and Florida, 
―otherness‖ is minimized. 

The recent statement by Indonesian Justice 
and Human Rights Minister Patrialis Akbar saying 
that the government is no longer searching for the 



 

136 

perpetrators of the May 1998 tragedy responsible for 
the rape and death of Chinese-Indonesian women, is 
a classic example of the state‘s clever usage of a 
misconception in the security-oriented approach. 
Here, upholding human rights contradicts the 
misconception of ―peace.‖ 

Let me reiterate that conflict is not the 
opposite of peace. Violence is the opposite of peace. 
The minister wants us to believe that peace is the 
opposite of conflict, as investigating the perpetrators 
would definitely cause new conflict. Truth is, failure 
to address this issue is a sure way to new violent 
incidents. 

Quiet forgottenness is not the same as peace 
either. 

Human rights come in two forms: negative 
and positive. ―Negative rights‖ refer to rights that 
need to be protected, such as the fundamental right to 
live and minority rights to exist. ―Positive rights‖ refer 
to rights that need to be provided, such as rights to 
healthcare, education, and welfare. 

As a minimum, Indonesia must always uphold 
fundamental rights, which are rights that need to be 
protected. Failure to do so serves as a fertile ground 
for violence, hence disrupting the overall balance of 
peace. 

We can start as individuals by adopting a 
peaceful lifestyle, insisting on respect for fundamental 
human rights, and respecting other cultures as much 
as our own. [] 

The Jakarta Post, May 19, 2010 
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Loneliness and introverted writer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reality is the one word that Vladimir 
Nabokov said shouldn‘t go without quotation marks, 
despite the fact it is something that most artists and 
writers have been pursuing and imitating as closely as 
possible. 

This explains why every artist‘s movement has 
been sprinkled with dashes of credo to return to 
reality. Reality, after all, is the canvas –no matter how 
full it has been filled– and the raw material. 

An interesting noteworthy version of ―reality‖ 
is aphorism, which is one of the oldest forms of 
literature. Aphorism is basically a collection of sayings 
and criticisms, just like Heraclitus‘ fragments, 
Confucius‘ musings, Aurelius‘ snippets of wisdom, 
and Franz Kafka‘s notebooks. These fragments and 
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musings were results of observation and reflexive 
activities to encapsulate ―reality‖ and ―realities.‖ 

To encapsulate reality, one needs to have a 
calm and critical mind. A peaceful heart is another 
prerequisite, which is oftentimes rather hard to attain, 
since the ambiance of an environment affects the 
overall experience. 

Surely, loneliness might be the other side of 
efforts in encapsulating reality. A writer might look 
lonesome, hence be labeled a ―lonely‖ individual. 
Such superficiality might be an undeniable first 
impression, or after a thousand appearances, yet most 
writers don‘t feel lonely. Aloneness isn‘t identical with 
and should not be mistaken for loneliness. 

As a writer, I must work alone to produce 
something with substance. Even when I‘m around 
people, my auto-pilot mode within is independent of 
crowdedness. 

My innermost core is like an absorbent 
sponge: solid yet fluid, rocky yet watery –thus, 
perhaps ―lava‖ is a good analogy. 

Sometimes, I would excuse myself to a corner 
and start taking notes, or typing on a laptop or 
iPhone. In a crowd, I can still feel aloneness, yet 
never loneliness. 

The former gives a stance to where my 
writing perspectives come from, while the latter gives 
a crippling feeling of hopelessness and entrapment. 

Most writers are introverted by nature. And 
by ―introverted,‖ it is not referring to a quiet and 
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staring and nodding individual who doesn‘t speak a 
word unless he or she is asked. 

According to psychologist Dr. Marti Olsen 
Laney, an ―introvert‖ is an individual who finds alone 
time as charging time. ―Extrovert‖ individuals, 
however, find the company of others and being the 
center of attention to be empowering, thus 
―charging‖ their energy.  

Both introverts and extroverts can be quite 
talkative and love the company of people. The only 
difference is how they ―recharge‖ their energy. 
Politicians Al Gore and Abraham Lincoln, actresses 
Julia Roberts and Meryl Streep, and TV personalities 
David Letterman, Barbara Walters and Dianne 
Sawyer are examples of talkative and people-oriented 
introverts, as their careers require. 

Many successful writers are introverts by 
nature, which can be observed from their 
independence, being highly analytical, being highly 
reflective, and being studious, all of which are 
imperative in this solitary career. 

Talking is not required in this profession, 
except when dealing with a publisher or a literary 
agent on the terms of a publishing agreement. Or 
when doing a reading in a nearby bookstore or book 
club. 

For a writer, ―reality‖ is a perceived 
phenomenon that has penetrated, been immersed, 
filtered and processed heavily within an introverted 
mind using a complex web of intricately weaved 
multidisciplinary frameworks. 
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Even whenever a writer writes fictional 
accounts, he or she bases the characters, structure, 
and plots of the story on reality and actuality, 
regardless of their vagueness. In works of fiction, 
―novel‖ itself is an ambiguous term, as it means 
―having no rules.‖ Therefore, whether reality or 
actuality is a prerequisite or not is irrelevant. 

Vignettes or stories are brainchildren of 
solitary activities: analyzing, synthesizing, writing and 
rewriting. And they are conceived out of love for 
knowledge and knowledge creation, not merely within 
the impression of ―loneliness.‖ 

Loneliness can make a soul lost, while most 
writers‘ souls are strong and independent. Such 
strength and independence making being ―lost‖ the 
last resort for uncertainties and grief, which often 
occur in depressive people, regardless whether they 
are writers or not. 

As a writer, I live by rules created in my mind. 
As a writer, I am aware of many ―realities,‖ as 
Nabokov mentioned. And no one ―reality‖ is better 
than other ―realities.‖ 

Yet of course, we need to adhere to one 
universal ―reality‖ that would blend all ―realities‖ into 
one universal virtuous grand universe of reality. 

That is the one universal reality based on 
compassion. 

It might be true that most writers have their 
own missions and many of them are both apologetic 
and narcissistic, as George Orwell once reckoned. 
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We all, after all, are writers of our own life 
stories. As a writer, I live with a mission: 
disseminating messages of compassion and self-
reliance. I write to inspire, to ripple the calm waters, 
to breed new thinkers and doers. 

After all, the mission of life is to have a life of 
mission.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, May 14, 2010 
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Forgiveness and justice after May 1998 
Tragedy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Twelve years ago, our family and my parents‘ 
house were saved by a mosque. A mob came to torch 
down the neighborhood but a good Muslim neighbor 
shouted, ―Don‘t torch our homes. There is a mosque 
nearby!‖ I was fortunate I was there and not on the 
way to my house in Tangerang, West Java. 

Afterward, I heard many cars and their 
occupants were violently attacked on Kebon Jeruk 
toll road. One of those cars could have been mine. 

Questions on forgiveness and justice have 
been haunting me since. 

As a triple minority, based on my ethnicity, 
gender and religious affiliation, I belonged to ―the 
weakest link‖ group, which explains why women of 
Chinese-Indonesian descent were targeted. 

At that time, being at the right place at the 
right time saved me from harm, while 1,338 people 
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were killed and 92 Chinese-Indonesian women were 
raped and sexually assaulted. It is common knowledge 
that for centuries, rape and other forms of sexual 
assault have been widely used as instruments of war 
and terror worldwide. 

This blessing of survivorship left me with the 
so-called ―survivor‘s guilt‖ and trauma. For months, I 
had nightmares of the pitch black sky of Jakarta, 
buildings and houses on fire, and cars being attacked 
by angry mobs. 

For months, I had to live with the faces of 
dead Chinese-Indonesian sisters who looked so 
innocent and hopeless when being raped. 

I could have been among them. 

The May 1998 Tragedy incident directed me 
to philosophize about what‘s important and to have a 
life of mission: educating people on crimes against 
humanity and inspiring them to change the world for 
the better breath by breath and word by word. 

Many people have experienced a similar 
heightened level of consciousness on their identity, 
political standing, and victimization and survivorship 
as minorities. 

We often hear comments that there are many 
―native‖ Indonesians among the May 1998 Tragedy 
casualties, which I acknowledge. 

When there is social unrest, there are ―direct‖ 
and ―indirect‖ as well as ―targeted‖ and ―not 
targeted‖ casualties, which no one can discriminate 
against. 
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However, to be fair and clear, we need to be 
aware of the facts that ―the targeted‖ and ―the 
directed‖ casualties were minorities, not the majority. 

Other historical facts and scientific literatures 
also validly revealed that Indonesia is a weak 
democracy in which incidents of persecution of 
minorities have occurred for centuries during Dutch 
colonization and after the declaration of 
independence, including recently. 

Failure to admit such wrongdoings is more 
than being ignorant, it is called adopting the mindset 
of the ―banality of evil.‖ 

This term was coined by Hannah Arendt in 
1963 referring to the notion of ordinary people who 
accept the premises of their state and participate 
without questioning the fundamentals. 

In other words, those who numb their minds 
and hearts belong to this category. 

As members of a society, Immanuel Kant 
reminded us of obligations. Two types of obligation 
are ―perfect‖ and ―imperfect.‖ 

An obligation is considered ―perfect‖ when an 
individual possesses and can perform effortlessly a 
specific skill, talent, or power that can save member(s) 
of a society. 

In other words, the more one has, the more 
obliged they are to save or, at least, attempt to save 
fellowmen and women. A ―perfect‖ power comes 
with a ―perfect‖ obligation to work for humanitarian 
causes. Thus, people with enormous power such as 
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US President Barack Obama and President Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono should naturally be strong 
humanitarians. 

An ―imperfect‖ obligation occurs when an 
action that can benefit a society must be performed 
with some effort — either big or small. 

In the case of an individual with a very low 
power to assist others, they are the least obliged, such 
as children and sick people. 

Such ―imperfect‖ obligations are relative, of 
course, but ―relativity‖ is also a mindset. Whatever 
the mind sets as ―truth,‖ our physical body usually 
follows. 

The notion of ―forgiveness‖ is not being 
melancholic nor a form of repentance. It is a measure 
of the people‘s mourning of the past that should be 
kept extraordinary, not merely normative, as Derrida 
said in On Forgiveness. Whether ―silence‖ of the 
majority on this incident is forgiveness or a simple 
form of amnesia remains a question mark. 

At last, allow me to remind ourselves that 
justice comes with fairness and it can only be 
achieved with liberty and acknowledgment of 
differences, as John Rawls posited. 

To be fair, minorities must receive more and 
stronger protection so the balance of justice doesn‘t 
tip favorably toward the majority. 

After all, the protection of the minority‘s 
rights is an important element of democracy. 
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Let‘s never forget the May 1998 Tragedy and 
demand for justice for all minorities, victims and 
survivors. For now, let‘s not forgive the actors until 
they are brought to justice.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, May 11, 2010 
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Why I love the land of  the free 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We Americans are fortunate. We live where 
ideas of democracy, equality, and freedom live on. It 
is a privilege that I can‘t stop being grateful for. 

In other parts of the world, such as Indonesia, 
the country where I was born and raised, even 
breathing and worshipping are oftentimes a risky 
business. 

This month marks the 12th year after the May 
1998 Tragedy in Indonesia, where looting and rioting 
resulted in 1,338 deaths and the rapes of 92 Chinese-
Indonesian women, shaking the nation. 

As a triple minority —based on gender, 
ethnicity and religious affiliation— I was among the 
targeted group. I am grateful to this very day that I 
escaped the incident and now enjoy cultural and 
religious freedom in the United States. 
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At least 8 million Chinese-Indonesians and a 
few more millions of religious and sexual-orientation 
minorities in Indonesia still reside there. They are 
experiencing religious, sexual-orientation and 
ethnicity persecutions and hate crimes on daily basis. 

For instance, in March, an LGBTQ group was 
scheduled to have an International Lesbian and Gay 
Conference in Surabaya, East Java, which was 
forcefully closed down due to violent acts performed 
by an Islamic fascist group named Islamic Defender 
Front. Though Muslim extremists are less than 1 
percent of the overall Muslim population, they have a 
strong voice, and the majority tends to be silent due 
to fear and other unknown reasons. The police, 
military and government officials have been 
condoning their barbaric acts through omission and 
silence. 

In April, a poverty-stricken Chinese-
Indonesian community named Cina Benteng, which has 
been living in an enclave in Tangerang, West Java, for 
more than two centuries, was allegedly evicted by the 
local government on the basis of illegal housing. 
While the government officials‘ reasons made sense, 
people of this community had been discriminated 
against in obtaining building permits and other 
residency-related documentations. 

Recently, the local government of Bekasi, 
West Java, forbade all worship of a Christian church, 
Filadelfia Huria Kristen Batak Protestan Church, after the 
congregation held a service outside the church 
building, though the service was only outside because 
the building has been sealed without due process. The 
pastor was forced to sign an agreement to promise 
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not to have worship in the future, as the activities 
―disrupted‖ the local community. 

These are merely a few examples of ongoing 
persecutions experienced by minority groups in 
Indonesia. More reports can be found on Human 
Rights Watch‘s website. 

As Edmund Burke once said: ―To love our 
country, our country ought to be lovely.‖ The United 
States isn‘t perfect by far, but it is where dreams are 
made and can come true. Here, I feel at home, and I 
can stand tall without bending for fear of being 
persecuted. I believe in America and its ideals. 

It has been 12 years since the May 1998 
Tragedy, which gave birth to a ―reform era‖ period in 
Indonesia. Yet, we can still sense that laws and 
regulations aren‘t on the people‘s side. They are 
designed to preserve politicians‘ positions. After all, 
the Indonesian term for ―government‖ is pemerintah, 
or one who gives an order or command. In the 
United States, laws and regulations go through a 
lengthy process to ensure they represent the people‘s 
demands. 

I love America as my adopted country 
wholeheartedly, and I care about the country where I 
was born and raised. I would love to see Indonesia 
grows into a mature democracy where the people are 
the rightful owners of the country, just like 
Americans. 

Let us Americans set the example of a great 
nation. It is based on rules of law and respect for 
liberty, equality and the pursuit of happiness, all of 



 

150 

which are based upon an important underlying 
principle: compassion.[] 

 

Tracy Press, May 5, 2010 
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Liberal democracy and compassion for 
Indonesia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barack Obama has not confirmed when he‘ll 
be visiting Indonesia, thus it is not too late to remind 
ourselves that Indonesia is interested in promoting 
liberal democracy alongside the United States. 

It is good timing for Indonesia to end its 
ambiguity in world politics by supporting Obama‘s 
cause. Especially with recent persecutions against 
minorities – LGBTQ, non-Muslim and Chinese-
Indonesian – and the continued condonation of 
violent acts performed by Islamic-fascists, the 
Indonesian government needs to express repentance 
and utmost support toward minorities and its people. 
By the time Obama arrives in Indonesia, we should 
be prepared to present that we are ready to change. 

Yes, change is the name of the game. To 
initiate change, we need to be aware of the people‘s 
power in influencing policies assisted by external 
forces and be aware of the harmful and coercive 
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effects of ―quasi secular‖ or ―pseudo theocracy‖ 
under the beautiful name of ―Pancasila.‖ 

First of all, Indonesia is (or isn‘t?) a secular 
state, though Pancasila (Five Principles), the UUD 
1945 Constitution and a myriad of laws and 
regulations clearly state that Indonesia is a country 
based on belief in God. One obvious example is the 
goal of national education according to Article 3 of 
the National Education Law No. 20/2003, which is 
―to develop students‘ potentials related to creating 
faithful and pious individuals under God as well as 
noble, healthy, learned, skillful, creative, independent, 
responsible and democratic persons.‖ 

It is quite mind-boggling that students in 
Indonesia are expected to go to school so that they 
can be ―faithful and pious‖ individuals, not to 
become ―smarter,‖ ―skillful,‖ or ―more intelligent‖ 
individuals with strong skills and knowledge to 
compete in 21st century globalized world. This alone 
makes us think pretty hard. 

Indonesia is a country created on an 
agreement that God is what the people should strive 
for. Everything must be directed at God, including 
our children‘s education. What if we don‘t want that? 
Because religion and religiosity are a private matter, 
thus no one has the right to coerce us into it. Perhaps 
we simply want to have smart, positive and 
disciplined children because we can teach the notion 
of ―God‖ and faithfulness at home. 

It is evidently implied in the ―introductory‖ 
section of most Indonesian laws that there is no place 
for an atheist – even a child must have a religion. 
Apparently, in this ―undecided‖ and somewhat 
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blurred notion of democracy, harm and coercion have 
been the name of the game played solely by the 
powerful state under the pretext of ―being faithful 
and pious to God.‖ 

John Stuart Mill in On Liberty stated that a 
state has no right to coerce an individual‘s choices 
unless it is required to eliminate or reduce harm. In 
Indonesia, it is common knowledge that most laws 
contain ―rubbery clauses‖, including the above 
National Education Law. Such ―rubbery clauses‖ can 
be easily manipulated to serve specific agendas, 
including a political party‘s agenda, most of which 
prioritize – what else – faithfulness and piousness 
under God. 

Consequently, extremist groups have been 
growing exponentially in the last few years. This is an 
indirect result of such ―pseudo theocracy-ness‖ and 
―quasi democracy-ness.‖ 

Concerned citizens should be aware of the 
narrowing ―moral sphere,‖ in which people are free to 
choose whatever they believe to be moral, regardless 
of the state‘s coercion veiled as ―Pancasila-based 
laws.‖ Mill argued that such a sphere must protect 
individuals from harmful and coercive powers of the 
state and other entities. With ―rubbery clauses and 
laws,‖ the government possesses a great –if not 
unlimited– power to trample upon and entrap the 
people. 

What we need for Indonesia is a liberal 
democracy and all laws must be based on the Rules of 
Law and lie under the umbrella of compassion, in 
which nonkilling policies must be placed as the 
underlying principle. It is simply irrational and unfair 
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for the state to hide behind the notion of ―godliness‖ 
in everything we do from the cradle to the grave. 
Morality and choices of religiosity and spirituality 
should be placed within an individual‘s discretion 
without any coerciveness from any entity, including 
the state. 

Such ―pseudo theocracy-ness‖ will eventually 
breed more extremism and fascism, as this notion can 
be easily bent and manipulated for their benefit. 
When a state hides behind the notion of ―God,‖ 
anyone –most likely extremists and fascists– with a 
strong case that would add ―value‖ to such a notion, 
– the people are the ones who will suffer the most. 

Indonesia might have the so-called ―pride of 
being unique‖ for having Pancasila and being the 
most populous Muslim country, hence being 
―secular.‖ Yet the very first principle of Pancasila, 
―There is only One God,‖ itself a fallacy as even the 
official religions are not limited to monotheism, such 
as Buddhism. Thus, such an explicit referral to 
monotheism in Pancasila is an implicit endorsement 
of political and politicizes monotheism, in which 
Islamic-fascism is a strong case. 

Let‘s promote liberal democracy and 
compassion, just like Obama. And let‘s have our 
voices be heard worldwide.[] 

The Jakarta Post, April 28, 2010 
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Persecution, minority rights, and being 
human 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Immanuel Kant posited that not all humans 
are considered as persons. He argued that being a 
human isn‘t sufficient to make one and to be 
considered as a person. A human being is considered 
a ―person‖ when he or she possesses more than 
rationality, but more importantly a community in 
which he or she has a place to experience 
consciousness, reason, motivation, communication, 
and presence of self.  

Arguably, in Indonesia, being a member of 
minority groups, based on faith, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation, and political affiliation oftentimes 
places one in a difficult position where he or she is 
―discounted‖ person, even a ―discounted‖ human 
being.  

The recent clash between poverty-stricken 
Chinese-Indonesian community called Cina Benteng, 
which is an assimilated minority group, in Tangerang, 
West Java, with the authority evicting their homes on 
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the basis of 2000 bylaw on cleanliness, orderliness and 
beauty by erecting permanent buildings along the 
river bank, is allegedly believed as a form of legalized 
persecutions done by the government of Indonesia 
towards minority groups, especially the ethnic 
Chinese. 

Another incident in March, the government 
has been allowing violent acts to be suffered by those 
belonging to LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transsexual and queer) minority group. The recently 
cancelled The International Lesbian and Gay 
Association (ILGA) conference in Surabaya is a 
strong indication of Indonesian government‘s 
impotence, ignorance, and unwillingness to protect 
this minority group, among others. 

By allowing the police to bow down to Islam 
Defenders Front (FPI) by allowing violent acts and 
declaring the conference didn‘t have a permit –which 
is not required by law as quoted from Nursyahbani 
Katjasungkana, Indonesian government has failed 
minority rights, human rights, and humanity.  

Both incidents underscore Indonesian 
government‘s ignorance on equality before the law 
and equal rights for minority. After all, human rights 
should be adhered to all human beings, regardless of 
their acceptance by other groups as ―persons‖ or not.  

Assuming the allegation of ―orchestrated 
eviction‖ can be proven, the clash between 
government authority with the Cina Benteng minority 
group is a form of direct (active) persecution because 
it is done by the government or a government body. 
According to Article 7 of The Rome Statute of The 
International Criminal Court, ―persecution is defined 
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as the intentional and severe deprivation of 
fundamental rights contrary to international law, 
which is committed against an identifiable group by 
reason of its politics, race or culture.‖ Persecution is a 
form of crimes against humanity. 

Three important elements of ―persecution‖ 
are: serious attack on human dignity, not isolated 
incidents but done or condoned by government 
authority, and widespread systematic practice. These 
three variables can be found in the Cina Benteng 
incident, assuming the allegations can be proven. In a 
weak democracy like Indonesia, it is always a 
challenge to prove wrongdoings of government and 
its officials, especially pertaining to human rights. 

In March incident of cancellation of ILGA 
conference in Surabaya, the hands of government 
were not directly involved, instead they simply 
condoned the violence performed by an Islamo-
fascist group named FPI. This incident, thus, is a 
form of persecution, not merely a ―hate crime.‖ 

Many people confuse ―hate crime‖ with 
―persecution.‖ There is a fine line between the two. 
Hate crime occurs when the motive of a violent or 
not-too-violent crime is hatred towards the victim‘s 
membership in racial, religious, political, sexual, and 
other orientation(s) groups. A hate crime is an 
isolated incident and is not approved, condoned, or 
performed by the government or governmental 
bodies. A hate crime is not a systematic practice, but 
done to satisfy the doer‘s satisfaction. 

Thus, in a robbery targeting victims of a 
particular group, then it is a ―hate crime.‖ However, 
whenever the visible or the invisible hands of 
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government take part in a particular incident, then it 
is a ―persecution‖ for sure. 

Alas, in Indonesia, ―hate crime‖ is something 
foreign, and ―persecution‖ is oftentimes considered 
―normal‖ due to Suharto‘s administration that had 
been systematically persecuting minority groups using 
legal and non-legal measures.  

We should educate ourselves to identify and 
to stop spreading forms and seeds of persecution and 
hate crime.  

One of the most common forms of ignorance 
by the majority is ―rational discrimination.‖ 
According to Dinesh D‘Souza in The End of Racism, 
―rational discrimination‖ is based on generalized 
group conducts, not biological inferiority. Examples 
of ―rational discrimination‖ can be found in usage of 
certain terms in the media when referring individuals 
belonging to certain minority groups, such as 
identifying a person as a Chinese-Indonesian or ―a 
man with slanted eyes.‖  

―Rational discrimination‖ itself should be 
distinguished from racism, because one is possible to 
become a racist without being discriminatory. What 
we disapprove is ―rational discrimination,‖ in which 
membership of belonging to a particular group is used 
to generalize, hence persecute.  

In Indonesia, all human beings are persons. 
No one is better than the others.[] 

The Jakarta Post, April 16, 2010 
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Happiness, positive psychology, and 
liberated learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The motivation and self-help industry is 
worth US$64 billion worldwide. People, who are 
seeking for a voice of reason and enlightenment, turn 
to print, electronic, and audio books and videos of 
motivational learning. 

It taps a huge market for the optimization in 
human achievement, which can be attained more 
efficiently through positive psychology and liberated 
learning. 

It is something to ponder upon pertaining to 
optimization of dissemination of democratic learning 
opportunities throughout the Indonesian archipelago. 
By narrowing the digital divide throughout Indonesia, 
we should be able to implement effective liberated 
learning through an online environment based on 
positive learning psychology. 

While many of self-help and motivation gurus 
are self taught, a few distinctive positive psychologists 
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are making their marks in the scientific study of 
optimal human functioning. In a nutshell, positive 
psychology is based on understanding of creating an 
environment that fosters happiness while limiting 
anxiety. The state of happiness as a feeling must be 
translated into learning activities. 

One of the most prominent positive 
psychologists and educators is Tal Ben-Shahar at 
Harvard. One of the popular topics he teaches is the 
pursuit of happiness, which is an underlying element 
in optimization of human achievement. 

In his extremely popular class, Ben-Shahar 
defines ―happiness‖ as the overall experience of 
pleasure and meaning. Happiness, after all, is the key 
to optimized, if not maximized, human achievement. 

Pleasure and meaning play important roles in 
the optimization of human achievement, which are 
derived from Sigmund Freud (pleasure) and Viktor 
Frankl (meaning)‘s theories. And for both elements to 
work in alignment, reconciliation of present and 
future benefits should be prevalent.  

In liberated learning framework, both present 
and future benefits are also placed in proportionate 
importance. Using the latest information technology 
revolution, such as social networking and open source 
CMS (course management system) platforms, 
economical and instantaneous communication 
channels can be opened. Both synchronous and 
asynchronous interactions can be made and learning 
styles can be catered for without worrying about 
geographical limitations. 
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According to Liberating Learning: Technology, 
Politics, and the future of American Education by Terry M. 
Moe and John E. Chubb, in 2006 alone, almost three-
quarters of a million K-12 public school students in 
USA took and completed online courses. According 
to SLOAN Consortium, a professional organization 
dedicated to integrating online education into the 
mainstream of higher education, in Fall 2008, with 
over 4.6 million college students took at least one 
online course. 

Among the top universities in the United 
States integrating online with mainstream courses are 
Stanford, UC Berkeley, University of Wisconsin, 
Columbia University, NYU, and California State 
University System. On K-12 level, California Virtual 
Academies provide free online public education 
curricula that would prepare students for future 
demands as guided by credentialed teachers using the 
promises of online technology. Learning is both 
individually tailored and mass marketed. 

Learning is ―individually tailored‖ as students 
and parents have the freedom to choose learning 
subjects and styles that fit their needs, while it is 
―mass marketed‖ as learning is no longer a scarce 
commodity in which one class of tens of students 
must be taught by a teacher who is a sage on the 
stage. Teachers are facilitators by the side whose main 
interest is ensuring a positive learning environment to 
optimize knowledge and skill retention. Here, Freud‘s 
philosophy of pleasure and Frankl‘s philosophy of 
meaning play a distinctive role. 

It might take a while for Indonesian education 
policy makers to agree to adopt such advanced 
techniques in learning, particularly in distributed 
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liberated learning. However, we should be aware of its 
highly applicable and effective nature. Positive 
psychology, after all, is something that does not 
require a lot of capital, instead merely dedicated soft 
skills advancement. And liberated learning with 
distributed online technology relies more than low-
cost open source platforms. 

University of the People, a new online 
university that doesn‘t charge any tuition fees is an 
example of democratization and equalization of 
learning opportunities using open source instructional 
materials and low-cost Internet-based technologies. 
By not worrying about tuition fees and geographical 
location, a student has two fewer things to fret about, 
hence allowing increased happiness. 

To advance to this stage, there is an 
overlooked urgency requiring a change of mindset 
among educators in Indonesia, where a teacher is not 
a sage on the stage any longer, but more of a 
facilitator by the side, and a change in policy that 
would foster Internet equality by eliminating digital 
divide as much as possible. 

Let us push the direction of education policies 
in Indonesia to allow equality in learning 
opportunities by implementing reliable and affordable 
—if not free— Internet connections throughout the 
country. That‘s an important beginning to a smarter 
and technologically-literate human capital prepared to 
compete in a globalized world.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, April 4, 2010 
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Barack Obama: the boy from Menteng 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barack Obama is a different kind of president. 
He is not merely a president per se, as he is also a 
strong activist and a reformist. As Ralph Waldo 
Emerson once said, ―We are reformers in Spring and 
Summer, in Autumn and Winter we stand by the old, 
reformers in the morning, conservers at night.‖ And 
like most, if not all reformists, his presence makes 
many people uncomfortable. 

His planned visit Indonesia on March 20-22, 
2010, has sparked much debate. For instance, Hizbut 
Tahrir said it would rally 5,000 supporters to stage a 
demonstration in Surabaya. 

In Serang, Banten province, the Campus 
Islamic Proselytization Institute has also argued that 
Obama‘s visit would not benefit Indonesian Muslims. 
It is obvious that hard-line Islamists don‘t appreciate 
Obama‘s reformist characteristics. 
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In a seminar I attended in 2007 at the 
University of California, Berkeley, Dr. Angus 
Hawkins of Oxford discussed three types of leader: 
anchors, fixers and visionaries. An anchor leader 
brings and maintains balance, and Harold Wilson 
belongs to this category. 

A fixer identifies and fixes problems for 
workable solutions. Clement Atlee is a fixer. A 
visionary searches, finds, and provides renewed 
fundamental principles. Winston Churchill and 
Margaret Thatcher belong to this category. 

Of those three, Obama belongs to the fixer 
and visionary categories. And to become a visionary 
leader, one must possess 3Cs: consensus, charisma, 
and control. Tony Blair belonged to this category as 
well. This charming English bloke was as captivating 
as Obama. And perhaps the latter can learn from his 
senior on how to be both captivating and practical. 

As a fixer and a visionary, Obama is known 
for his concerns about various issues. After all, his 
charisma as an activist was what made millions of 
Americans fall in love with him in the first place. 

Thus, it is only reasonable that concerned 
Indonesians bring up important issues with Obama 
during his visit. But of course, we should remember 
that power has limits and he might not feel obliged to 
put Indonesia on the top of his to-do list due to the 
current economic crisis and healthcare controversy in 
the USA. 

For instance, as a human rights activist and 
recently as a housing activist, I have been lobbying 
the American government at various levels both face-
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to-face and via correspondence. I recall when Tipper 
Gore responded to my letter a while ago, which 
inspired my activism. A recent visit to Congressman 
Jerry McNerney‘s office has been another important 
milestone in my activism as well. 

I sent a letter to Obama urging him to help 
underwater US communities that have been hard-hit 
by foreclosures, such as in my hometown, Mountain 
House, in Northern California. It has been a nagging 
issue and a forgotten war in the USA, which this year 
alone will see 1.2 million homes foreclosed due to the 
deflation of the housing bubble. 

Indonesia warrants greater, if not the same 
level of Obama‘s urgent attention as he can be a good 
catalyst for change. And by ―being a catalyst,‖ we 
should not expect his direct influence, but more from 
his ability to bring up issues about Indonesia with the 
right people and institutions. 

In Indonesia, issues urging his attention 
include: human rights abuses, human and drug 
trafficking, terrorism, free trade, education and US 
investment in Indonesia. We might feel a bit 
―intimidated‖ about contacting a president, but it 
shouldn‘t be so hard. We can bring issues to US 
embassy staffers, particularly the communications and 
politics departments, prior to his visit. 

The culture of activism has been growing in 
Indonesia, but interestingly it is inclined to on-foot 
demonstrations and rallies instead of lobbying with 
laser-sharp focus. We should change this by 
courageously creating a culture of face-to-face and 
correspondence lobbying. 
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Speaking from experience, American 
government officials answer any pleading letters sent 
to them. If it is in alignment with their platforms, they 
are likely to respond enthusiastically and either invite 
constituents to a meeting or a series of follow-up 
meetings. 

The late Democratic congressman Tom 
Lantos who was a holocaust survivor, for instance, 
was very concerned about human rights issues in 
Indonesia, and he called me personally whenever he 
saw an important event that I should be aware of. 

It is time to be our own activists and 
advocates, even our own citizen diplomats. Every 
single one of us is an agent of change. And while 
Barack is visiting his old kampung in Menteng, we 
should grab this rare opportunity to capture his 
attention with a lot of class and clarity.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, March 15, 2010 
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Avatarism and cyber law 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We all live as avatars. The term ―avatar‖ refers 
to the projection of one‘s personality, particularly 
over the Internet. While in Hinduism, an ―avatar‖ is a 
reincarnation of Vishnu, in today‘s society, it is 
nothing more than an image of ourselves that we wish 
to convey to the world. ―Avatarism‖ is probably an 
appropriate term to refer to the practice of using a 
particular persona in a particular circumstance. 

Most people wish to be recognized by at least 
one of their strong qualities, be they artistic, 
intellectual, musical or inspirational qualities. 
However, not all of them are fully aware of 
―packaging‖ their avatar. 

Media personalities, for instance, are aware of 
their overall position and projection. We might see 
Paris Hilton as a ―dumb, blonde, poor little rich girl,‖ 
but is that really the case? 

In 2009, Paris Hilton‘s perfume line alone 
totaled US$200 million (Rp 1.856 trillion) in revenue. 
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What an impressive achievement for a ―dumb 
blonde‖ who couldn‘t even boil water in one episode 
of her Simple Life TV series. An insider claims that 
Paris is, in fact, an impressive chef whose recipes are 
admired and enjoyed by close friends and relatives. 
The ―dumb blonde‖ is her avatar. 

Another classic example of a successful avatar 
personality is the amazingly dumb Mr. Bean character 
played by Rowan Atkinson, who is in fact an electrical 
engineer by by training, and a graduate from Oxford 
University. He has been so successful in projecting an 
image of a ―super dumb‖ individual that people have 
forgotten that he studied at the most prestigious 
university in the world. 

Millions of Internet users also have their own 
avatars. In online interactions, an ―avatar‖ is simply 
the part of the projected personality that we wish the 
public to see, symbolized by a tiny snapshot of the 
Internet user. 

Interestingly, Internet avatarism comes with 
pros and cons. One obvious advantage is the 
anonymity that generates honest and blunt comments 
essential for increasing civic participation. 

One of the cons of broadcasting one‘s self 
over the Internet is the chance for being censored. 
China‘s infamously tight Internet censorship laws and 
its 30,000 Internet police is an extreme example of 
the lengths authorities can go to to control 
information. 

Whether the need for such stringent 
censorship is genuinely required remains a topic of 
discussion as it would violate the principles of 
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freedom of speech and freedom of the press. What is 
more urgent, on the other hand, is securing the public 
from electronic transaction crimes and securing the 
safety of children online. 

In China, country-wide content filters have 
been in place since 1991. Nine years later, a 
government regulation set forth the first content 
restrictions on ICPs (Internet Content Providers) 
regulating China-based sites, forcing them to be 
independent and not linked to overseas websites 
carrying news information without prior consent 
from the government. 

Such a draconian approach in filtering 
information is in direct opposition to China‘s 
flourishing economy, as the government is showing a 
lack of civic and political maturity. 

Indonesians should not want to follow in 
China‘s footsteps toward any level of content 
censorship. While avatarism is somewhat harmless in 
the online world, a mechanism geared to pump up 
pop culture, it can become a real concern when it 
causes real damage, such as crimes pertaining to 
fraudulent financial transactions, consumer 
information security and privacy, child pornography, 
and intellectual property rights infringement. 

In these areas, cyber law principles must be 
adhered to as a way to ensure legal basis for 
prosecution. Because in an anonymous world, 
anybody can use a masquerade or simply project a 
different image when preying on others. 

First things first, while the Internet is global, 
three jurisdictions must be taken into account when 
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an Internet transaction occurs. In this case 
―transaction‖ does not solely refer to financial 
transactions, but to any activity involving the content 
provider, domain hosting, transaction channeling, 
intermediary and end user. 

Those three jurisdictions that must be taken 
into account are the laws of the nation and the state 
where the user resides, the laws of the server where 
the Internet site is hosted and the laws applying to the 
business transaction. 

In a nutshell, any cyber-related regulations 
must seriously consider the international playing field, 
regardless of the Internet‘s current state of mimicking 
the ―international waters‖ concept. Any cyber law 
issued by a nation or a state will not be the only law 
used in handling legal issues that occur. 

Indonesian regulators, thus, should not 
confuse Internet content that is protected by law, 
such as freedom of speech and freedom of the press, 
with fraudulent and criminal intentions. Let me 
reiterate the four major Internet crimes are: 
fraudulent financial transactions, consumer 
information security and privacy, child pornography, 
and intellectual property rights infringement. These 
four areas must be given priority. 

Avatarism is in action and we must protect 
our businesses, intellectual properties, consumers, and 
children. But let free speech finds its own 
equilibrium.[] 

The Jakarta Post, February 25, 2010 
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Friendship, lust, and love 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Love and lust are addicting and intoxicating. 
Friendship keeps things grounded. In a good 
marriage, all these elements are present with 
friendship as the underlying principle, a lot of love as 
the building bricks, and a few dashes of lust to spice 
things up. 

Things can become a bit too lethal when lust 
dominates a friendship or even in a lovingly romantic 
relationship. 

Infatuation is probably best described as a 
low-grade, momentary, unfulfilled, lusty obsession 
between people of opposite sexes —straight— or of 
the same sex —gay. 

At one point, I asked a friend who seemed to 
be showing such an indication and he said, ―What 
we‘re having is a temporary infatuation with things we 
both know we can‘t have.‖ 



 

172 

Romantic love may grow out of simple and 
innocent friendship, which is something beautiful 
between two single people. 

It may pose a dangerous element when this 
type of love, when sprinkled with lust, occurs 
between married people or those in other types of 
long-term partnership relationships. 

And it is likely to start with a deep and mutual 
admiration. 

A few years ago, a friend wrote, ―Love, like 
admiration, is a blessing. It is the voice of the heart 
that no one can reject when it speaks.‖ 

The notion of togetherness and having 
someone who completes us is probably what we all 
seek throughout our lifetime. 

We know that we are in a good relationship 
when we are the happiest and the calmest and 
whatever we do is multiplied in a manner that only a 
miracle can explain. 

On the contrary, we know we are in a bad 
relationship when things are spiraling down and our 
peace of mind is compromised.  

Jerry Maguire, played by Tom Cruise, gave 
birth to an extremely popular pop culture, quote, ―I 
love you. You complete me.‖ 

Ever since, we have been infatuated by the 
notion of infatuation itself. We have been trying too 
hard to find the one true love who completes us. But 
is this ―soul mate‖ even a valid notion? 
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First of all, is there such a thing as a so-called 
―soul mate‖? What if the spouse or the partner we 
have today isn‘t our soul mate? 

What if there is someone out there who is our 
true soul mate? Those are the questions we ask 
whenever we are attracted to someone other than our 
own partner. 

After all, a heart is fluid. It doesn‘t stop 
searching just because one is married or in a long-
term relationship. But then, of course, a solid 
friendship makes all these temptations look trivial. 

A friendship should override any temptation 
of a short-term fling, because after all, being good 
friends is what matters. 

Friendship keeps us grounded, while love and 
lust give us an illusion of grandeur. Recently, a friend 
who was infatuated wrote me a beautiful love letter, 
―It is very hard for me to love you without owning 
you. I can only imagine making love to you, 
embracing you, and kissing your lips.‖ Friendship 
evaporated as soon as he expressed his erotic love, 
because it was a desire to possess, an instinct to mate, 
and an impulse to encage. An obsession masked as 
devotion. 

The Bengal poet Rabindranath Tagore said it 
well, ―Love is not a mere impulse, it must contain 
truth, which is law.‖ Romantic love comes with 
responsibilities. 

And the highest of all is committing to 
fidelity. By being loyal, our gift of love to our partner 
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is immortalized. Being loyal is not a sacrifice, but a 
privilege. 

I may be infatuated with many men. I may 
even love them in my own way. But loyalty is both 
earned and given whenever we make the promise to 
be together. 

I love that friend, who is now infatuated by a 
mirage that looks, sounds, and feels like me, because 
his love is innocent and powerful. He simply couldn‘t 
stop the direction in which his heart was flowing, but 
I had to. 

The lifetime love for a friend is more valuable 
than a short-time infatuation with things that we 
both knew we couldn‘t have. No matter how hurtful 
and aching our hearts are. 

We might not have met our real soul mate in 
life. And we might continue to search for him or her 
throughout our lifetime. But we should remember 
that life is a series of decisions. 

Whenever we have chosen, we have promised 
to be loyal. And it is more than about romanticizing a 
relationship, be it with our soul mate or not. 

Friendship and love are about honor. Lust is 
about betrayal, unless it is placed in a marriage or any 
other long-term relationship with a partner. 

Infatuation is about an urge to own, a desire 
to possess, and an impulse to encage —briefly. 
As a woman, I guard my fluid heart.[] 

The Jakarta Post, February 8, 2010 
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Peaceful pluralism and nonkilling policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The world of politics is based on violence, 
within which killing —as a form of violence— is a 
major component in gaining and maintaining power. 

Throughout the history of political 
philosophy, from Plato‘s Republic, Aristotle‘s Politics, 
Machiavelli‘s The Prince, Hobbes‘s Leviathan, Locke‘s 
Two Treaties of Government, Rousseau‘s The Social 
Contract, Marx and Engels‘ The Communist Manifesto, to 
Weber‘s ―Politics as a Vocation,‖ all agreed that 
killing is a necessary form of force used in a power 
struggle, if not as a last resort. 

Weber even defined ―a modern state‖ as a 
―human community that claims the monopoly use of 
physical force within a given territory.‖ He also 
added: ―He who seeks the salvation of the soul, of his 
own and that of others, should not seek it along the 
avenue of politics, for the quite different tasks of 
politics can only be solved by violence.‖ 
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In a nutshell, according to Weber, only those 
with the heart to perform violent acts are suitable for 
the world of politics, while the soft-hearted ones 
should choose a different path. 

But we have come to a point where we can no 
longer tolerate violence and killing. Even in the name 
of politics. 

In today‘s violent atmosphere, the premise of 
―violence and killing are the world of politics‘ 
inseparable elements‖ must be balanced with a 
nonkilling paradigm. The term ―nonkilling‖, which 
was recently popularized by Prof. Glenn Paige of the 
University of Hawaii and a founder of the Center for 
Global Nonkilling, is to specify an important aspect 
of non-violence, so as to distinguish it from Gandhi‘s 
non-violence movement (ahimsa). 

Among all violent methods, killing occupies 
the apex of the pyramid as the most notorious and 
having the most impact. Thus, nonkilling is a natural 
antidote, even though its concept is oftentimes 
considered unthinkable, esoteric, and undoable. 

In Indonesia, minor conflicts can be blown up 
exponentially to serve specific political agendas 
whenever needed. Proper recognition of pluralism 
and multiculturalism as an integral part of Indonesian 
culture that cannot be disconnected from other 
elements should be realized. It is required in the light 
of a proper shift toward a nonkilling policy. 

Culture itself is a concrete and bounded by a 
world of beliefs and practices. And it is common 
knowledge that in Indonesia, which can be regarded 
as a ―cultural‖ element, that minorities are preferred 
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to assimilate into the mainstream majority. While it 
comes with pros and cons, we should be aware of the 
consequences of such a mindset. At an extreme level, 
it may translate to killing. 

The umbrella paradigm is simple: all policies 
should be based upon the understanding that any use 
of force on people that can translate to violence and 
killing is unacceptable, thus should be banned. 

For instance, the use of military power in 
Papua is unacceptable as it is unnecessary and 
inhumane. 

With nonkilling as the ultimate goal, the 
underlying principle must be carefully weighed upon 
many possible choices, among which is ―survival 
through cooperation.‖ In an experiment at Tulane 
University, it was proved that a rat-killing cat and its 
prey, the rat, could be trained to eat side-by-side from 
the same saucer. It might sound drastic, using this 
method to teach human beings and groups how to 
live in harmony, but if these two natural enemies can 
make it work, so can we. 

Next, contrary to the political scientists‘ belief 
that the world of politics is violent and thus killings 
are a natural phenomenon, human beings are not 
killers by nature. Statistically speaking, throughout 
history, the number of those who are killed 
outnumbered the killers. 

In short, there are only a few killers in society 
who kill fellow humans. With this logic, we should 
focus on what the majority has been doing —or not 
doing— in this respect, which is not killing. 
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Interestingly enough, some societies are more 
peaceful than others. In such peaceful societies, the 
people adopt a strong sense of peaceful self. Among 
them is Tanah Toraja, South Sulawesi, which can be 
used as a case study for further peace and nonkilling 
studies in Indonesia. 

Killing itself can be seen from multiple levels 
of internalization, from philosophical and societal 
concepts, psychological permission, to individual 
enactment. 

The notion that killing is a solution or even a 
natural phenomenon in dealing with conflict should 
not be entertained, even within hypothetical 
discourses. A gradual shift to diplomacy and other 
nonkilling alternatives and non-violent methods 
should be socialized and implemented early on. 

In conclusion, peaceful pluralism can be 
achieved with a nonkilling policy and vice versa. And 
for this, revolutionary concepts and conduct must be 
realized from the normative, factual and theoretical to 
the applied educational perspectives. After all, 
remember, humanity was created out of love for 
togetherness, not for hatred. 

Rabindranath Tagore expressed it well: ―Men 
are cruel, but Man is kind.‖[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, January 29, 2010 



 

   179 

The anatomy of  a kiss 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A kiss is not just a kiss. It is more and 
sometimes it is less than itself. A kiss may mean many 
things, yet we all are so infatuated with kisses. We kiss 
and are kissed. 

We love watching kissing movie scenes and 
cheer whenever we see lovebirds kiss each other. 
Kisses make us happy, meaningful, accepted and –
occasionally– betrayed. Most kisses are warm and 
cheerful, but others are dry, cold and dreadful. While 
kisses make things happen, they also kill. 

What a kiss means at any given time depends 
on how we perceive ourselves and the world around 
us. A kiss has the power to heal and to sicken. In a 
romantic relationship, a kiss is the arrival of two 
souls, two hearts, two minds, and of course, two 
warm lips. 

Other kisses aren‘t so literal or physical; some 
even are utterly vague, giving away no hint of 
sincerity. A kiss can be deadly too. 
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A mother kisses her baby as soon as they are 
born, signifying unconditional love and promise as a 
parent. A courtship is started with an anxious kiss. A 
groom kisses his bride to mark the beginning of their 
lifetime relationship. Friends kiss to greet each other. 

Human conception is usually started with a 
kiss between two lovers followed by something else. 
Some kisses are wet, others are airy, telling of nothing 
more than selfishness. 

Many cultures adopt kissing as a way of life. 
The Maoris of New Zealand, for instance, use their 
nose to kiss in friendly greeting. Among my friends, 
the gay ones give the best camaraderie kisses. 

They give away a good amount of warmth and 
touch on the cheeks. Sometimes they greet me with a 
―Hello, Sweetie,‖ and a big smile as well. 

New Yorkers are known to like kissing people 
they meet and have just met. Californians are more of 
huggers. They hug and, sometimes, they kiss too. The 
kiss, however, is slightly different. Californian kisses 
are more relaxed, while New England ones are quick, 
brief and oftentimes quite airy. 

Indonesians don‘t kiss much, as they are likely 
to be reserved in public life. Kissing hands, however, 
is strictly reserved for younger people toward their 
elders and wives toward their husbands. What an 
opposite to English gentlemen, who kissed ladies‘ 
hands in the olden days. No ―enchante‖ gesture for 
Indonesian ladies. 

I recall how I ―accidentally‖ grabbed a 
religious leader‘s hand for a shake, which was quite an 
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embarrassing incident. In his belief, touching a 
woman is considered sinful. I couldn‘t change what 
happened, so I just wished that this sin of his be 
transferred to me, as I didn‘t mind carrying it on his 
behalf. Then I wondered how heavy his sin could 
have been if I had accidentally kissed him on his 
cheeks. I didn‘t want to know, to be honest. 

Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss, a deadly one. 
The type of kiss we don‘t want to encounter ever. Yet 
we do stumble upon such a kiss from time to time. 
Whenever we are betrayed, we feel like a part of 
ourselves has been hammered into pieces. 

A kiss from someone we love who is having 
an affair usually does it. But Judas‘ kiss was much 
more than that. It was a kiss from a trusted friend. 

Marilyn Monroe, the ultimate femme fatale, 
once said, ―A wise girl kisses, but doesn‘t love. 
Listens, but doesn‘t believe. Leaves, before she is 
left.‖ Such a kiss is a loner‘s kiss. Monroe was a lonely 
woman despite the admiring men around her and 
alleged affair she had with an American president. She 
died alone in her bed at a young age of 36. A wise 
girl‘s kiss might have been the culprit of her loneliness 
and lonely passing, but who am I to think so? 

The Kiss by Gustav Klimt is an example of the 
immortalization of a kiss in painting. This masterpiece 
is illustrated in gold and bronze, sprinkled with 
mosaics. The lovers are depicted on the edge of a bed 
of flowers. 

The locking embrace makes this painting 
complete. The elements of trust and lust create an 
ambience of fairytale romanticism, hence the female 
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lover is believed to symbolize a femme fatale. The 
sensuality of The Kiss travels beyond the canvas, 
building a tension of wanting to kiss and be kissed. A 
kiss can be divine too. 

A kiss is a kiss, but it might not just be a kiss. 
A mother‘s kiss is the purest and the most 
unconditional. A lover‘s kiss completes our desire to 
be wanted. 

A lonely soul‘s kiss is a cry for sincere 
kindness from others. And whenever it is time to 
leave this world, we will receive kisses of farewell, 
other than a kiss from the Angel of Death. 

Life is a series of kisses. Indeed.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, January 10, 2010 
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Virtue, liberty, and rational control 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2009 was filled with drama. A high wall 
between the Indonesian people and their government 
continued to exist. Great divides were present 
between hope and reality, between policy and 
implementation, and between the powerful and the 
powerless. 

We all have been puzzled on the fact that 
Indonesian political landscape is either getting more 
complex or simply getting worse, and the rule of law 
has not improved either. 

In short, is Indonesia progressing? Indonesia 
has been enjoying the accolades of becoming more 
democratic. But are we progressing at all? At least 
within the realm of political playground, what can be 
done and by whom? 

The answer of ―by whom‖ must be answered 
with ―by those with the greater good in their minds.‖ 
These individuals are virtuous and benevolent by 
nature as they are representatives of the people. 
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Thus, the selection process might need to be 
replaced with selective leadership succession and 
training processes. 

While the notion of virtue may sound useless 
in today‘s politics and is often considered archaic in 
the study of politics, it is most likely crucial to fix the 
decaying playground. John Stuart Mill in Considerations 
on Representative Government said, ―If we ask ourselves 
on what causes and conditions good government in 
all its senses, from the humblest to the most exalted, 
depends, we find that the principal of them, the one 
which transcends all others, is the qualities of human 
beings composing the society over which the 
government is exercised.‖ Quality of individuals 
would make a big difference. 

The thing is, the depth and the width of 
Indonesia‘s political conservatism can never be 
answered in a simple manner, which causes difficulty 
in guessing the other side of the coin: the depth and 
the width of liberalism. 

And in such a vague atmosphere, some 
politicians have been deceiving the people with 
―virtuous‖ acts, such as pledging under God‘s name 
in front of public. And it also happened with policies, 
such as the Anti-Pornography Law and the 
Information and Electronic Transaction Law. 

Whether the tendency is toward conservatism 
or liberalism, virtue is a valid notion nonetheless, so 
long as its occurrence is the result of embracing 
personal freedom or liberty and equality. And by 
―virtue,‖ it refers to genuine characters of individuals. 
Within the realm of liberalism, in which freedom to 
be virtuous or not does not matter, virtue serves a 
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purpose as the society‘s well-being rests in the hands 
of representatives. Good representatives would 
determine level of freedom and equality enjoyed by 
the people. 

Practically speaking, virtue can be replaced by 
the so-called ―rational control‖ as recently introduced 
by Harvey Mansfield. As Cass R. Sustein and Richard 
H. Thaler in Nudges described, ―virtuous nudges‖ are 
self-conscious attempts to move people in directions 
that will make their lives better. And these are forms 
of rational control. Ideally, rational influencers are 
individuals with the greater good in mind. 

With simple-minded individuals making up 
the majority, the notion of representatives as rational 
influencers is simply an extension of existing tasks. 
The natural requirement is having people with high 
level of reasoning skills and high level of 
progressivity, including in the areas of morality. By 
―morality‖ here, it refers humanity-based universal 
morality, not patronizing or simply based on a 
particular religion‘s standards of morality that can be 
easily corrupted by leaders with agenda. 

Mansfield mentioned that placing automatic 
instruments and placing good choices strategically 
give people the so-called ―auto-pilot‖ virtuousness. In 
one example, Sustein and Thaler mentioned placing 
healthy food in front of junk food shaped people‘s 
choices tremendously and is highly effective in 
successful healthy diet. In Singapore, for instance, 
every automobile driver is an organ donor except if 
he or she chooses otherwise. In other countries, like 
the United States and Indonesia, however, one must 
specifically select to be a donor. 
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Implementing rational control comes with its 
own challenges. 

First of all, if it ever was implemented, in 
which genuine virtues are likely to be replaced, 
rational control may or may not be implemented 
properly as it requires strict safeguarding laws. 

Secondly, rational control numbs people‘s 
ability to express themselves creatively and 
individually that Alexis de Tocqueville referred as 
―taking away the trouble of thinking and the pain of 
living.‖ 

Let‘s conclude with the correlations among 
virtue, liberty, and rational control. Virtue is a 
necessity, even in the most liberal shade of society, as 
without it, the quality of liberty would not be 
responsible enough to implement rational control. 
Despite Tocqueville‘s opinion, being a positive 
influencer is a rational choice as a genuinely good 
representative of people. Now the challenge is how 
we can filter in candidates with genuinely good 
characters whose interest is for the betterment of the 
greater good and filter out bad candidates wearing 
angel suits. 

May 2010 open a new path.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, December 31, 2009 
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Minority rights, cladistics, and language 
watch 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the most common form of 
harassments experienced by a minority is verbal. 
Often it is so subtle that the targeted group doesn‘t 
even realize. In Indonesia, it‘s common that abusive 
and oppressive remarks are made by the media and 
even by academics. Stern language watch is key to 
uphold minority‘s right to live in dignity and with 
peace of mind. Failure to address this issue is likely to 
prolong minority and human rights abuses. 

All of us must work together to watch the use 
of language in media, by academics and among one 
another. 

In recent the Bank Century and Corruption 
Eradication Commission (KPK) scandals, for 
instance, some Chinese Indonesians have been the 
target of derogatory and abusive language. 

It is common knowledge that this minority 
group has for a long time carried the negative 
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stereotype of being wealthy and corrupt. Thus, any 
incident involving big —or small— sums of money 
―must‖ have something to do with them. 

When there is at least one guilty individual of 
Chinese descent, or whose physical characteristics 
resemble Chinese descent, then the whole group is 
blamed. Sometimes, such discriminatory blame occurs 
in the public, orchestrated by those who want to 
hijack the incident for their own agenda. 

More subtle racist remarks can be found in 
print publications, even in major Indonesian-language 
daily newspapers. It is not uncommon to find phrases 
like pelaku bermata sipit dan berkulit putih or ―an 
individual with slanted eyes and fair skin.‖ It is also 
common to find ―this Chinese man or woman did 
such and such.‖ Usually describing unfavorable 
incidents. 

On the contrary, whenever an individual of 
Chinese Indonesian ethnicity does something 
remarkable, a news article would usually refer him or 
her as ―anak bangsa‖ or the ―son or daughter of the 
land.‖ In the case of Indonesia, term Cina, which is 
pejorative for ―Chinese Indonesia‖ was created with a 
political purpose during Soeharto‘s New Order era. 
Thus, it is safe to say that it is a social construction 
rather than pure cladistical typology. 

Regardless of the intention of that era‘s policy 
makers and politicians, the currently accepted 
scholarly consensus on race or ―ethnicity‖ is: human 
biological race does not exist. 

It is a socially-constructed category as the so-
called ―biological race‖ has been considered an illicit 
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progeny of classification system. However, a counter 
argument put forth by a philosopher of biology 
named Robin O. Andreasen claimed that human 
biological races grouped in clades do exist. 

The typical human racial classifications have 
been based on similar facial, structural, and skin-color 
characteristics. These intrinsic similarities, however, 
were not the cladistic approach‘s argument. The latter 
argued that ―race‖ is very dynamic, thus similar 
characteristics are fluid. Andreasen argued that races 
are based on sequences of breeding populations that 
share a common origin. 

The key element in race based on cladistic 
approach is historical origin, which acknowledges the 
variants based on cross breeding that occurs 
throughout the historical timeline. 

Social constructionists argue that the 
classification of biological races is a fallacy because it 
is based on physical and biological similarities. 
Literally speaking, such argument is valid because 
similar characteristics do not guarantee similarities in 
DNA make up. 

However, social constructionists‘ argument 
came with an obvious weakness: they did not take 
history into account. This historical element is what 
made the cladistic approach stand out. 

While biology philosophers are debating 
which theory is more valid, it would be best to refer 
to historical and political backgrounds of Indonesia 
whenever we need to address a minority group. 
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Indonesian economists, for instance, are 
known for looking at Chinese Indonesians solely on 
the basis of level of welfare and owned wealth, which 
are higher than average Indonesians. Using such a 
periscope might sound valid as the measurements are 
quantifiable. 

It might be true that statistics don‘t lie but 
using them without a balancing legitimate qualitative 
analysis is as poisonous as drinking arsenic. 

Anthropological approaches, such as 
ethnographics, often provide different perspectives, 
which are vertical, in-depth, and case-by-case. 

While economic statistics are likely to be 
horizontal and scientifically generalized, handling 
minority issues to ensure fairness requires a 
heightened level of awareness as each figure presented 
represents politically and socially marginalized 
individuals regardless of their net worth. 

Thus, I would urge the media, academics and 
all of us to not be easily fooled by fearmongers and to 
use neutral phrases whenever referring to an 
individual or a minority group. Let‘s leave the 
discourses of between cladistics and social 
construction approaches to biology philosophers. 

We simply need to acknowledge that in the 
case of Indonesia, Cina is a pejorative political term. 
And we are too smart to fall into politicians‘ trap.  

The Jakarta Post, December 22, 2009 
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Statelessness, refugees, and human rights 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
proclaimed in Article 14 that everyone has the right to 
seek and enjoy in other countries asylum from 
persecution. 

In Article 15, it stated that everyone has the 
right to a nationality and no one should be arbitrarily 
deprived of their nationality, or denied the right to 
change it. 

These two articles are underlying principles 
for all nations to acknowledge political and religious 
refugees‘ rights to resettle. 

Has Indonesia adhered to these principles in 
its handling of refugees? 

So far, Indonesia has been perceived as less 
welcoming toward refugees. In the past, Pulau 
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Galang, in Riau, was established as a transit shelter for 
Vietnamese refugees. 

In October this year (2009), Sri Lankan 
refugees were refused by the local government of 
Riau, on the basis they were ―illegal‖ immigrants and 
the notion that Indonesia is not a ―dumping ground.‖ 

Such judgmental notions toward foreigners 
are common in Indonesia, which is not something to 
be proud about. 

While illegal immigration is a serious issue, 
refugees of all kinds of persecutions must be 
respected and handled humanely. 

Mindless and appalling comments from local 
authorities must be minimized as they are not only 
humiliating, but importantly, they are inhumane. 

Government officials must realize that 
refugees‘ basic human rights are identical to ours. 
And perhaps someday, in an unfortunate incident, we 
too might need refuge in a foreign country. 

The only difference between us and these 
refugees is that they have claimed ―well-founded 
fear.‖ 

Such a claim must be investigated carefully 
and graciously, without causing any further harm. 

Presumption of innocence must be 
maintained, while refugee seekers provide evidence of 
their claim. 
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Historically speaking, Indonesia has been very 
stingy in terms of granting citizenship and anything 
related to immigration. The typical argument was 
―narrow nationalism,‖ where people presumed to 
have arrived from other countries were often 
perceived as not ―Indonesian enough,‖ thanks to the 
ius sanguinis principle. 

My late grandfather, who migrated from 
Hong Kong after leaving his birthplace Shanghai 
when he was 13 years old, obtained his Indonesian 
nationality in his 70s after residing in Indonesia for 
approximately 50 years. For five decades, he was a 
stateless man. 

Compared with the USA, while a claim of 
refugee status must be backed up with institutional 
and unique, case-by-case legal evidence, Indonesia has 
no clear refugee resettlement policy. 

In the minds of field officials, international 
refugees are often perceived as illegal and vice versa. 

Distinctions between the two must be 
established. Moreover, the media must be objective 
and not lean toward what the government officials 
refer them as ―illegal immigrants.‖ 

The US Immigration and Nationality Act 
defines a ―refugee‖ as any person who lives outside 
any country of their nationality or, in the case of a 
person with no nationality, is outside any country 
where this person last habitually resided, and who is 
unable or unwilling to return to, and is unable or 
unwilling to avail themselves of the protection of that 
country because of persecution, or a well-founded 
fear of persecution on account of race, religion, 
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nationality, membership of a particular social group 
or political opinion. 

The keywords here are ―well-founded fear‖ 
and ―persecution.‖ These two elements must exist to 
distinguish a bona fide refugee from an illegal 
immigrant. 

The latter usually undergoes migration 
process and resettlement in a new country under 
other grounds, including economic, educational and 
other non-persecution motives. In refugees, the 
possibility —or probability— of ―death‖ and 
―torture‖ are present whenever they return to their 
home country. 

There is always a risk that a refugee is not bona 
fide, instead they are simply an illegal immigrant in 
disguise. 

However, we cannot afford to avoid helping 
our fellow humans who are in grave danger and 
severely suffering simply because of a few liars. 

We should always remember that everyone 
has the right to have a place they can call home. And 
in today‘s society, this means one must have a 
nationality. No one should be stateless, whatever 
reason. 

A world free from persecution is our ultimate 
goal. For now, let‘s make sure that everyone has a 
nationality and it is obtainable in a respectful and 
humane manner, within a reasonable timeframe. 

The Jakarta Post, December 14, 2009 
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The Mindanao conflict, „rido,‟ and foul 
politics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mindanao conflict is one of the oldest 
and the most misunderstood conflicts in human 
history. The complexity of this conflict involving 
intricate relationships pertaining to self-determination 
and access and control pertaining to land, which is 
often referred to as ―ancestral domain‖, and natural 
resources among the Government of the Republic of 
the Philippines (GRP) and three peoples —Muslim 
Bangsamoro, Christian settlers, and indigenous 
tribes— is made even more multifarious with vertical 
and horizontal clashes and other external elements. 
The other elements are communist rebels, extremist 
Muslim terrorists, capitalistic corporations, biased 
media favouring the government and politicians, and 
corrupt politicians at Manila and local levels. 

With culture of impunity ever prevalent, foul 
politics by corrupt politicians, warlords, and military 
elements have been causing tremendous casualties. 
The recent massacre of 47 people in the town of Datu 
Abdullah Sanki in Maguindanao province, which has 
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forced President Gloria Arroyo to declare national 
state of emergency on November 23, 2009, is a case 
of foul local politics between Muslim clans. 

Clan conflicts in Mindanao are called ―rido.‖ 
Other than politics, a ―rido‖ can be ridden with land, 
familial, and marital disputes, among others. 

The killings occurred when the wife of 
Esmael Mangudadatu —an opponent of Ampatuan, 
jr, the son of current Maguindanao governor Andal 
Ampatuan-travelled to register for her husband‘s 
electoral candidacy. In a ―rido,‖ women and children 
are usually spared, but apparently not in this incident. 
Mangudadatu‘s wife and two sisters were killed. 
Journalists also made a significant part of the 
casualties. 

While the alleged reason of this recent 
massacre is local politics, tension in the region has 
been bottled up since the nullification of 
Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain 
(MOA-AD) in August 2008 by the Philippines 
Supreme Court. The ground of abuse of power by 
Arroyo was that she had no capacity to amend the 
Constitution without consulting the Congress. Since 
then, there has been a vacuum on Mindanao peace 
talks, despite 35 years of advocacy and diplomacy. 

In this incident, the alleged mastermind of the 
massacre Ampatuan family are known for their 
support in presidential election in 2004. They were 
actively involved in ensuring 100 per cent of vote for 
Arroyo in some regions. This fact is placing Arroyo in 
a difficult situation, particularly in maintaining peace 
in the region today. 
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The culture of political betrayals, political 
killings, high-profile manhunts, and warlordism has 
been rampant throughout Mindanao. Whether Arroyo 
owns the will and the real capacity to turn things 
around in Mindanao is a big question mark and we‘re 
likely to see similar patterns. The hands of GRP have 
not been innocent, even though they are often called 
―hardcore political tactics.‖ And these are the same 
pair of hands regardless of the person who preside 
over. During the last three presidencies —Fidel 
Ramos, Joseph Estrada, and Gloria Arroyo— 
significant milestones have been made even though 
dead ends were inevitable. Marcos set the precedent 
of ―GRP political betrayals‖ when he showed 
disrespect towards the Moros by imposing 
discriminatory policies and breaching agreements, 
despite the celebrated 1976 Tripoli Agreement. 

Truce agreement was successfully signed 
during Corazon Aquino period, which was followed 
by Fidel Ramos‘ agreements with Moro National 
Liberation Front (MNLF). Marcos and Ramos were 
successful in placing ―the Philippines national law as 
the choice of law‖ clause in those agreements, which 
was a clear disadvantage for the Moros. Moreover, in 
the same agreement in 1996, Bangsamoro‘s self-
determination and rights to access and to control 
natural resources in the region were clearly lacking. A 
major alleged betrayal by Ramos occurred when 5,000 
military personnel attacked the Moros on the first day 
of Ramadhan in 1997. 

During Estrada administration, General 
Framework of Agreement of Intent between the 
Government and Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
(MILF) was signed in August 1998. 
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However, another betrayal was allegedly done 
against the Moros when the military attacked the 
Moros on Aidil Fitri holiday. 

Two years later, Moros‘ autonomy was 
―repackaged‖ favouring GRP, which was not 
accepted by the former. Estrada policy was known as 
―total war against Moro separatists.‖ 

Tripoli Agreement signed on June 22, 2001 
served as an umbrella of forthcoming talks on 
ancestral domain. However, despite Arroyo direct 
opposite of Estrada‘s ―total war policy,‖ she allegedly 
ordered an attack against the Moros during Aidil 
Adha day in February 2003. In July 2003, MILF was 
accused of bombings in Davao City that later turned 
out to be done by the military. 

Ceasefire occurred soon after but later was 
broken by an MILF member in January 2005. 
Another ceasefire followed during which multiple 
talks in Malaysia occurred between GRP and the 
Moros resulting in a mutual agreement on ancestral 
domain in 2006. A major blow occurred when the 
Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain 
was declared dead on arrival in August 2008 due to 
declared by the Supreme Court as ―unconstitutional.‖ 

The ambience and precedents have showed 
GRP‘s unwillingness to follow through Mindanao 
political issues with respectable political will and 
diplomatic spirit. The recent Mangudadatu massacre 
in Maguindanao province might be seen as a 
minuscule problem within the complex web of 
Mindanao conflicts, thus it might not deserve 
Arroyo‘s full attention and interest. After all, the 
Moros have not been completely considered a ―clean‖ 
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ally, despite Ampatuan family‘s contributions in 
Arroyo‘s victory in 2004. 

The Mindanao conflicts should not be left 
evolving incessantly without any genuine intervention 
to bring peace back in the society. Let this recent 
political massacre be a strong reminder of how 
serious things have been. After all, politics are global, 
regardless of how local they are.[] 

 

The Brunei Times, December 5, 2009 
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Universal jurisdiction and global 
governance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

International law has risen to a new level 
where it is no longer a series of norms that nations 
agree to adopt but rarely enforce. It has risen to a new 
plateau where it is more than a political instrument. 

Landmark cases are being created, which is 
crucial to worldwide advancement in adherence to 
human rights and respect for humanity. Eventually, 
international law is no longer more philosophical than 
practical and it promises to evolve into something 
greater than mere utopia. It is the gateway to good 
global governance. 

Recently, there have been several incidents in 
which individuals and entities belonging to other 
geographical jurisdictions are investigated and tried in 
other countries or by the International Criminal Court 
(ICC). A Norwegian court and the ICC are separately 
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investigating Israel for alleged war crimes in Gaza 
regardless of Palestine‘s nonstate status. 

An Ohio resident has been deported to 
Germany for his alleged involvement in World War II 
camp concentration. Former US attorney general 
Alberto Gonzales is being investigated by a Spanish 
judge for his alleged torture involvements in 
Guantanamo. Augusto Pinochet of Chile is also being 
investigated by a European judge. The ICC is 
investigating the government of Zimbabwe for their 
involvement in the collapse of the public health 
system. 

The main principle of such proceedings is that 
states have the right to prosecute an alleged criminal 
regardless of nationality, country of residence and 
other jurisdiction requirements as long as the alleged 
crime is identified as a crime against humanity or has 
the potential to pre-empt. Erga omnes (the principle of 
in relations to everyone) and Jus cogens (the principle 
of pre-emptory norm that includes genocide, slavery, 
trafficking, torture, piracy, and military attack) serve 
as the foundation. 

Several European nations have specifically 
adopted ―universal jurisdiction‖ principle in their 
constitutions, which provides a legal basis for 
assuming jurisdiction. 

Proceedings based on ―universal jurisdiction‖ 
might be the answer to ICC‘s nonretroactive 
principle, in which cases occurred prior to July 1, 
2002, cannot be applied against. It might also be an 
answer to the so-called ―tribunal fatigue‖ as more 
than 30 of them have been created in the last 25 years 
for investigating and trying cases related to human 
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rights, trade, and environment through ad hoc 
committees such as International Tribunal Court and 
International Court of Justice. 

However, some obvious incidents, such as the 
recent alleged Somalian piracies on oil tankers in open 
seas, apparently have not resulted in international law 
interventions, despite its ongoing occurrences since 
the 1990s and UN Security Council resolution 1838 
(10) calling for military forces‘ interference. A number 
of speculations, including from oil cartel lobbyists, 
have been circulating around the grapevine for the 
reasons of taking no legal action and no US military 
force involvements. 

Overall, the rise of universal jurisdiction 
principle is seen as an upward trend in international 
rule of law and a positive inclination toward global 
governance. Despite the Indonesian government‘s 
denials of multiple counts of grave human rights 
abuses, the invisible hands of international law are 
diligently working. For conscientious people, such a 
trend is a breath of fresh air indeed. 

Political maneuvers, however, can still be 
observed in obvious violations of crimes against 
humanity that are left untouched. In the case of 
violations by the United States, for instance, Obama‘s 
smooth and empathic rhetoric can be translated as 
either favorable or unfavorable. It is favorable in a 
way that it would provide leadership in peace 
building, while at the same time it may as well be not 
more than sugar-coated statements that can be used 
in postponing or even muting international pressures. 

An interesting development is when the 
Palestinian Authority forwarded the Gaza incident in 
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2008 to the ICC, as Palestine has not been officiated 
as a ―state‖ per se. While the case is currently being 
investigated, the Palestine authority‘s request has been 
considered, which may eventually provide a legal basis 
for officiating it as a state or ―equal to a state‖ status 
at a later date. 

For international law to be fully enforced and 
international good governance to take place, people 
of the world should work together hand-in-hand in 
advocacies and public education, including in public 
schools. In the United States, forward-thinking public 
schools have been offering curricula that would 
prepare students for careers in international affairs 
early on. A holistic view of how things work globally 
needs to be introduced prior to university education. 

Only by recognizing that Indonesia is not an 
island in the global constellation can we strive to be 
recognized as a respectful international player. After 
all, humanity is one and only.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, November 26, 2009 
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Charter for Compassion and hope 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On November 12, the Charter for 
Compassion, a document promoting peace and 
tolerance, will be officiated and hopefully it will serve 
as an antidote to religious fundamentalism. 

It is the brainchild of religious scholar Karen 
Armstrong whose breakthrough book A History of 
God shook the world in 1993 with the assistance of 
the 2008 TED Prize of US$100,000. 

The charter includes ideas and writings from 
people of all nations, all faiths and all religions, 
including Abrahamic faiths, and secular-agnostic-
atheist non-faiths. 

The Council of Conscience serves as the 
think-tank that shaped the final Charter. It consists of 
18 leaders and scholars in religion, philosophy, and 
humanities: Salman Ahmad, Ali Asani, Rev. Dr. Joan 
Brown Campbell, Sadhvi Chaitanya, Bishop John 
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Bryson Chane, Sister Joan Chittister, Sheikh Ali 
Gomaa, Mohsen Kadivar, Chandra Muzaffar, 
Baroness Julia Neuberger, Tariq Ramadan, Rabbi 
David Saperstein, Rabbi Awraham Soetendorp, Rev. 
Peter Storey, Ha Vinh Tho, Weiming Tu, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, and Jean Zaru. 

Armstrong‘s practical philosophy and reader-
friendly writings have been criticized as lacking 
scholarly rigor and too idealistic in interpreting some 
holy books. 

However, those shortcomings are a small 
price to pay considering her continued dedication in 
making the world more compassionate and success in 
creating ripple effects among regular readers, world 
leaders, and religious scholars. 

This simple principle showcases how a 
complex philosophy can be stripped down to its bone 
simply as follows: ―good theology‖ makes people 
more compassionate, hearts softened, and minds 
broadened, while ―bad theology‖ makes people more 
restless, hearts hardened, and minds narrowed. And 
this simple principle is the backbone of the Golden 
Rule of the charter. 

The Golden Rule it wishes to convey is for all 
of us to use the power of empathy and to cause no 
harm to others as we would not want to be harmed. It 
would serve as the standard upon which religious and 
secular leaders‘ actions and behaviors should be 
based. 

It also serves as a topic for ongoing discourses 
on various humanitarian, religious, and philosophical 
debates. Thus, polarizations in religious and 
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antireligious beliefs would be gradually lessened and, 
eventually, eliminated. 

The ultimate wish is to have the charter 
adopted worldwide in as many communities as 
possible, just like the Charter of Human Rights. While 
it is too early to predict how influential this charter 
would be, we should support it wholeheartedly, 
considering Indonesia has been capturing the world‘s 
attention for its recent escalation in religious 
fundamentalism and extremism. 

It would be preferable if Indonesia sends 
several pluralistic leaders and scholars as delegates, if 
it‘s not too late, to express our sincere interest in 
making the world and our own country less 
fundamentalistic and more tolerant. 

By expressing to the world that Indonesia is 
committed to eradicating fundamentalism and 
extremism, we set the bar high enough that we would 
be embarrassed if we failed to fulfill it. 

So far, we should applaud JIL, or the Liberal 
Islamic Network, leaders and scholars for their 
dedication in guarding Indonesia‘s strain of moderate 
Islam and religious minorities. 

More dedicated moderate clerics, however, are 
required to ensure Indonesia is not heading into the 
downward spiral of religious hatred and 
conscientiasclerosis, crise du conscience. 

The challenge for Indonesia is socializing the 
simple principle of ―good theology‖ at the grassroots 
level, as without proper introduction and 
internalization, radicalism and extremism based on 
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fundamentalistic notions of religious righteousness 
would breed even deeper and wider. 

In an article by Mohammad Yazid (The 
Jakarta Post, October 30, 2009), the author 
mentioned that many simple-minded Muslims have 
respect and sympathy for terrorists for their bravery 
and ―jihad‖ agenda. The notion of dying in the name 
of one‘s religion, apparently, still has its appeal. 

While it might sound an idealistic calling, 
grassroots efforts in socializing the notions of 
compassion in Islam -rather than fiqh or 
jurisprudence– should be given stronger emphasis. 
Now let us be humble enough to be reminded by 
Armstrong, ―Religion is really an art form and a 
struggle to find value and meaning amid the ghastly 
tragedy of human life.‖ 

Compassion is the defining virtue of any 
religion. We should never derail ourselves from it. 
Not even once and not for any justification, especially 
not under so-called ―Allah‘s order.‖[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, November 17, 2009  
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Asian culture is thriving in America 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In today‘s mainstream society, Americans 
illustrate a greater acceptance of Asian influences, 
values, and culture. Asian pop culture is thriving. 
From suburban noodle houses to Zen-style spas, 
Ayurvedic restaurants, Shiatsu massage, kanji tattoos, 
Yugi-Oh, Ichiro Suzuki baseball cards, Thai diners, 
and anime and manga comics to.. the list goes on. 

Asian cultural influences seem more naturally 
accepted in today‘s America, which is encouraging. 
Joseph Nye, a Harvard professor and former dean of 
John F. Kennedy School of Government, coined 
term ―soft power,‖ which refers to cultural elements 
making meaningful changes in society. Professor Nye 
is an ambassador for bridging cultures to bring 
meaningful coexistence and understanding to people 
with various backgrounds. 

How does the world see us (USA), and how 
do we see ourselves, as we become more and more 
influenced by Asian culture? Do we see ourselves 
excelling or downgrading? Does it matter that Barack 
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Obama is the first African-American with Asian 
relatives? Will we eventually see the world from an 
Asian perspective?  

First things first, these Asian influences are 
multicultural, and no two Asian cultures are identical, 
despite the mythical stereotypes. Historically, in 1750, 
the Filipinos were the first Asian settlers in Lousiana, 
and in 1848, the Chinese were the first settlers in the 
California Gold Rush. 

Helen Zia, the author of Asian American 
Dreams: The Emergence of an American People (Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2001) grew up in the 1950s and 
1960s. At that time, there were barely half a half-
million Asian Americans, and only 150,000 were of 
her ethnicity: Chinese Americans. While this was 
merely forty-some years ago, the interracial landscape 
was poles apart. Zia found herself an alien in her own 
birth country. She looked foreign and un-American 
whenever she stepped out of Chinatown. In addition, 
as one who did not reside in Chinatown, she went 
through daily emotional and psychological whippings. 

In 1982, Detroit was the city where 27-year 
old Vincent Chin became a symbol of what it meant 
to be an Asian American. Chin, a Chinese-American 
draftsman and weekend waiter, was killed one week 
before his wedding as the result of a hate crime. The 
American automobile industry had suffered a steep 
downturn because of the growing Japanese car 
industry. Chin was a victim of collective rage against 
an unfortunate economic circumstance that had 
nothing to do with him. 

On April 15, 1983, a new pan-Asian American 
Organization, American Citizens for Justice, drafted 
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its statement of principles in the wake of Chin‘s 
death. 

Ten years after Chin‘s tragic death, nine 
Korean grocers were killed in the City of Angels. 
Fifteen more were killed in a series of racial riots that 
same year. 

Today, one rarely hears of tragedy like that 
gloomy day in Detroit or those overcast days in Los 
Angeles. Regardless of a number of states with low 
Asian populations, Asian influences are everywhere, 
and we have TV shows inundated with Asian 
characters that are not merely stereotypes. Lucy Liu, 
in TV‘s ―Cashmere Mafia‖ for instance, plays an 
international-oriented woman that could portrayed by 
any ethnicity. Masi Oka played Hiro Nakamura in the 
TV series ―Heroes,‖ and had the role of a science-
fiction character that could have fit a multitude of 
ethnicities as well. That series included several Asian 
characters, which gave it a ―United Nations feeling.‖ 
Moreover, while it might should like an 
oversimplification, Americans are getting used to 
seeing Asian faces. 

Having an ―Asian look‖ may be considered 
exotic, but we have come a long way in appreciating 
external differences, particularly when it comes to 
racial features and skin colors. Perhaps exposure to 
multicultularism has produced some favorable fruits, 
but we should not allow ourselves to stagnate. 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 
raised the collective spiritual consciousness, in a good 
and a not-so-good way for all things foreign, Middle 
Eastern, or Islamic. The warp-speed globalization of 
goods and services has bombarded Americans with 
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the need for an awareness of product origin. A simple 
visit to a Starbucks coffee shop at Market Street in 
San Francisco is now a reflection of the journey of 
one single coffee bean has traveled from a remote 
island in Indonesia. 

Double minority Elaine L. Chao, a Chinese-
American of Shanghai descent, is the 24th Secretary of 
Labor and the first Asian-American woman 
appointed to a president‘s cabinet in the US history. 
We have come to an age where gender and ethnicity 
are not likely to be killers of one‘s career, but are 
more likely to be challenges to overcome. 

Generation Y, or the millennial, those who 
were born between 1980 and 1994, are still in high 
school, entering the work force or attending college. 
This generation has had a greater exposure to 
multiculturalism, religious pluralism, differing sexual 
orientation, and single and partner parenting than 
previous generations. Most have friends from 
different regions, countries, and ethnicities and they 
travel to those places themselves. 

Generation Y is the most high-tech savvy 
generation we have because CDs, iPods, plasma TVs, 
and laptops were on the market since they were 
toddlers. They are digitally literate and often carry 
their personalities over to their mobile phones, virtual 
avatars, and blogs. They play video, computer, and 
Internet games and feel entitled to what the world has 
to offer. According to Generation Me author, Jean M. 
Twenge, this generation was taught that they are 
special by their parents and teachers, and they can be 
anything they want to be. Their self-esteem is sky 
high. They are our most optimistic (if not narcissistic) 
generation. 
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It will be interesting to see how Generation Y 
shapes or re-shapes the future political arena. The 
2009 presidential election campaigns considered them 
when they reached out through their favorite Web 
sites. With continued exposure to foreign and 
domestic cultures, a multicultural America could be 
just around the corner, if not attained already. 

The idea of America –a country built upon 
notions of equality and the brotherhood of 
humankind—is what makes us strong. Cultures are 
treasures and assets. Having a president whose family 
members are as ethnically diverse as the United 
Nations is good news. Having a touch of Asian in 
America only justifies our founding fathers‘ dreams of 
what constitutes the United States of America.[] 

USA RiseUp, November 16, 2009 –distributed as an 
insert to New York Daily News, Chicago Tribune, 
Washington Post, Kansas City Star, and St. Louis Post-
Dispatch among others. 
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Verisimilitude, bullshit, and meaning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every single incident captured through the 
senses has at least one meaning, if not several. 
Meanings are both attached and given. As a writer, I 
give both concrete and abstract meanings to many 
things, since verisimilitude is a principle that I always 
strive for. 

The truth, or at least the sincere semblance of 
it, gives validity and credibility to one‘s thoughts. 
More importantly, since writing is life presented on a 
piece of paper, it is being alive in a different format. 

And in life, we need to be clear, honest and 
gracious to earn self-respect. 

Some writers are strictly factual, others are 
philosophical and the rest combine both aspects. 
Whichever the chosen or the natural path is, writers 
write as the result of contemplative activities either 
immediate or through a complex process of filtration. 
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Rousseau in The Confessions, for example, 
admitted he must wait for moments when he had 
stopped thinking before he could jot ideas down. 
Other writers think when they write or vice versa. 

I tend to write while thinking, so the creative 
process simply serves as the pipeline of flowing ideas. 
By writing down thoughts, ideas are captured and 
immortalized; otherwise they would evaporate and 
return to nil, a waste I can‘t afford. 

Rousseau wrote that he was somewhat 
puzzled that acuity is enhanced by sequential and 
extrasensory distance. In this case, he believed 
memory enhances observations. Often, such 
enhancement gives illumination and enlightenment as 
well. 

His creative process seems to be mimicking a 
pond, which must be filled properly and where 
colorful ornaments complement each other prior to 
being flushed out with full force into a river of lively 
ideas. 

I admire writers who are true to their senses, 
which are reserved for a group of selected writers 
who convey their ideas with a lot of realism and 
symbolism. 

John Steinbeck is one of them, as his works 
have a good balance between the two. Princeton 
moral philosopher Harry G. Frankfurt is also 
impressive in his rare capacity to make philosophical 
topics realistically justifiable in everyday activities. 
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Their ability to capture concepts within the 
framework of a storyline and a truth-seeking 
framework is remarkable. 

Frankfurt‘s book On Bullshit is based on a 
simple premise; 

―One of the most salient features of our 
culture is that there is so much bullshit. Everyone 
knows this. Each of us contributes his share. But we 
tend to take the situation for granted.‖ 

Perhaps because of ignorance or negligence, 
this common phenomenon hasn‘t attracted much 
inquiry, hence his philosophical one. Yet he has 
successfully discussed this ―taboo‖ topic in depth, 
peeling back layers of what is nonsense, what is 
bullshit, whether nonsense and bullshit are identical –
and how they are related to one another and what the 
hierarchy of bullshit is in relation to lying. 

As a writer, sometimes I need to place an 
affirmation with deliberate dramatization, or even 
exaggeration. Yet it would be cruel to label this as 
―bullshit‖ since misrepresentation is never the 
intention, which can be factually proven. 

For stylistic purposes, writers reinvent and 
sometimes insert themselves into their writings, based 
upon the principle of verisimilitude. We do so 
because it wouldn‘t be fair to readers if a piece of 
writing isn‘t presented properly. 

However, to some, anything stylistic is labeled 
as ―nonsense,‖ thus it is advised not to judge a book 
by its cover. 
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Giving specific meanings or even redefining 
existing claims using workable postulates is a privilege 
reserved for writers. And truth is the most important 
element. 

But aren‘t we all writers? Don‘t we give 
meanings to everything and anything? We sure are 
writers, all of us, regardless of our penmanship and 
familiarity with essay conceptualization and 
realization. We sure are writers, even though we don‘t 
breathe and exist eloquently on a piece of paper. 

We all are writers of our own life chapters. 
We have the choice to fill them up with truth or 
bullshit. I prefer to fill mine with the former, so I can 
live a meaningful life with a lot of self respect. How 
about you?[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, November 12, 2009 
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The stoning law, wan‟ni, and sharia 
implementations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bylaws in Aceh for stoning adulterers to death 
and 100 lashes for premarital sex should be nullified 
as they are not merely against human rights and 
unconstitutional, but perpetuate the myth of 
inequality and overindulge in the over-virtuousness of 
Islam and sharia law. 

Failure to nullify them will have grave 
consequences in which not only will pluralism be 
threatened but it will engender an age of distrust and 
Indonesia will be thrust back into the Dark Ages. 

The first argument comes from the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 1990 
Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam, in 
which all human beings have the right to a dignified 
life. 

The second argument comes from Indonesia‘s 
national laws, which include ratifications of 
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international human rights conventions, overriding 
the special autonomy region‘s bylaws. 

The third argument comes from questioning 
the definition of ―sharia‖ laws themselves: which ones 
are Islamic and which ones are customary. This article 
tries to reach an understanding of the third argument. 

Fiqh or jurisprudence in Islam is one of the 
most complicated studies of all Islamic-related 
schools. It is also the most powerful, because those 
who understand them are likely to be listened to 
seriously by society. 

In the past, sharia had been seen as a set of 
rules, in which was the evolution of legal reasoning, 
this paradigm is now acknowledged as a set of social 
practices and a set of ever-evolving interpretive 
processes. 

This, however, hasn‘t been uniformly 
understood, which has caused there to be various 
interpretations, particularly among the less academic 
clerics who interpret sharia as ―written in stone 
because God tells us so.‖ 

Certain principles, however, are indeed 
absolute, such as God as the source of utmost mercy 
and compassion. This principle alone contradicts the 
so-called ―sharia law‖ implementation, such as 
mutilating limbs, lashing, and stoning to death. 

That grave wrongdoings require draconian 
consequences may sound fair, but it comes with a 
huge logical fallacy: God has been belittled as a 
human being and God‘s reasoning has been reduced 
to a petty human being‘s. 



 

   219 

An example of feudal practice that has been 
considered as ―Islamic‖ is the tradition of wan‘ni in 
Pakistan, in which female family members of a 
murderer are given away to the victim‘s family as a 
form of restitution. 

Islamic scholars have agreed that the practice 
of wan‘ni is indeed unIslamic as it shifted the notion 
of ―sin‖ to another individual, which is both unjust 
and unfair regardless of one‘s gender. 

The socialization of wan‘ni as a form of 
gender-related human rights violation and not as a 
part of Islamic law has been attributed to Rubina 
Bhatti, who was nominated for the 2005 Nobel Peace 
Prize. 

Indonesia recognizes national law, adat law, 
and Islamic law, and such acknowledgement creates 
an environment of possible conflicts of laws, if both 
the enactment and the implementation are not clearly 
regulated. 

At this point, many legal scholars argue that 
Aceh is a special autonomy region, which provides it 
with legal privileges. 

While this argument makes some sense, we 
must see Indonesia as a whole picture and the puzzles 
of legal implications and social consequences at 
various levels must be taken into account. 

So far, the tendency has been the 
implementation of draconian measures, which include 
stoning to death and mutilating of limbs, attributed to 
so-called ―Islamic laws.‖ 
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Whether this assumption is valid or not 
requires an in-depth investigation of historical, social, 
customary, and legal developments. 

Here, Islam is more than a religion; it is a 
framework upon which elements of an evolving 
civilization are based. And as a framework, its 
elements keep evolving as well. Nothing is written in 
stone, only God is ever-present and the most 
compassionate. 

Thus, adopting draconian inhumane measures 
for wrongdoings in various communities, such as 
stoning to death, giving away female family members 
as a restitution of murder, lashing, and mutilating 
limbs must not be transplanted to Indonesia simply 
because they have been labeled ―sharia‖ by a few past 
clerics who resided in various Arab countries. 

It is, indeed, a grave fallacy to reduce the 
human reasoning capacity to such an 
oversimplification and reversed dynamic. 

While an Islamic society is based on virtue, 
which is very noble, it is also expected that critical 
thinking is given a strong emphasis. 

After all, modernity is not the antonym of 
nobility and decency, so one does not contradict the 
other. Modernity occupies specific parts of the 
temporal domain while decency occupies 
timelessness. 

Abid Ullah Jan, a thinker of the Independent 
Center for Strategic Studies and Analyses in Canada 
said that both Muslims and non-Muslims are engaged 
in jihad (struggle), qital (war), and ijtihad (struggle to 
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reach right conclusion), but any pseudo-Islamic state 
that indulges in fiqh alone is likely to progress to be as 
the corrupt Taliban. 

We certainly do not want Aceh to taint 
pluralistic Indonesia, the beacon of the world‘s 
moderate Muslims.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, November 3, 2009 
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Youth Pledge, entrepreneurship, and 
young Indonesian ambassadors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Youth Pledge was declared on October 
28, 1928, where three ideals of Indonesia –one 
motherland, one nation and one language– were 
immortalized and became the unifying promise 
among young Indonesians. 

Today, such commemoration may sound like 
a routine without much practical meaning. While it is 
true that it was an important milestone in Indonesian 
history and we appreciate those heroic youth role 
models, many of us aren‘t even aware of today‘s 
young Indonesians who are inspiring and successful 
internationally and have been carrying the country‘s 
name on their shoulders. We should give proper 
accolades to past and present heroes and 
ambassadors, and breed future ones. 

To be known as Indonesian-born individuals 
in the international arena requires both the courage 
and the willingness to be perceived as ―different.‖ 
They also fought long and hard along with top-notch 



 

   223 

international players. And this alone deserves our 
sincere applause. 

If you know Steve Jobs‘ Apple, you probably 
know Sehat Sutardja‘s Marvell, or not. Sehat Sutardja, 
wife Weili Dai and brother Pantas Sutardja founded 
Marvell Technology Group in Santa Clara, which is a 
part of Silicon Valley, in 1995. 

To date, they have more than 150 patents to 
their names, and in 2006, Sutardja was named 
Inventor of the Year by the Silicon Valley Intellectual 
Property Law Association. 

The Sutardja Dai Hall at UC Berkeley‘s Center 
for Information Technology Research in the Interest 
of Society is named after this impressive couple. 
Marvell (Nasdaq ticker: MRVL) is a Silicon Valley-
based leading semiconductor public company that 
produces one billion chips annually, which is owned 
by these Indonesian-born individuals. 

The Sutardja brothers combine both intellect 
and entrepreneurship, which is a rarity among 
Indonesians. 

On literary front, we have Erick Setiawan, 
who was born in Jakarta in 1975. His debut novel, Of 
Bees and Mist, was published this year by Simon & 
Schuster. 

Of course it is too early to predict his literary 
future, but by having a debut novel published by a 
giant New York publisher itself is a major 
accomplishment. 
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The storyline was inspired by his childhood as 
a Chinese-Indonesian and from being raised to feel 
guilty for many things. 

In beauty products, there is Metta Murdaya 
and three other international partners with their Juara 
Skincare, which is a trademark owned by 
LoisaidaLabs, LLC. These skincare products contain 
ingredients that have been used in Indonesian herbal 
traditional beauty rituals. 

These inspiring individuals might not feel they 
are acting as Indonesia‘s ambassadors, but they truly 
are. At their young age, they have accomplished on 
the international level and have become recognized 
for their professionalism and uniqueness. And all of 
them showcase strong entrepreneurship and utmost 
confidence, which are two important traits that many 
Indonesians lack in competing internationally. 

Entrepreneurship is probably the most lacking 
trait among Indonesians, both inside and outside the 
country. For some reason, the culture doesn‘t place 
entrepreneurs in a favorable profession category. For 
another reason, most Indonesians prefer to work for 
others and, especially, as state officials. 

However, in looking at the opportunity to 
propel one‘s name and one‘s country to the top of the 
competition pyramid, entrepreneurship is a trait that 
we must foster early on. 

Entrepreneurship doesn‘t refer to simply 
being one‘s own employer. It is much more than that. 
In the bigger picture, it translates into the ability to 
lead with vision, to implement such vision with 
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strategic plans, and to transform strategic plans into 
workable everyday solutions. 

An entrepreneur, thus, refers to an individual 
who believes in their own visions and 
accomplishments, and they prove them many times 
over. And it may or may not be financially related. 

Schools and training courses should realize 
the importance of combining hard assertiveness-
based leadership with soft entrepreneurial leadership. 
I believe it is a challenge for the new National 
Education Minister M. Nuh to transform the 
education system in light of competing internationally 
in the 21st century. 

It is about time for us to have more 
individuals like the Sutardja brothers, Metta Murdaya 
and Erick Setiawan, who serve as our true 
ambassadors to the world. After all, getting accepted 
to work at the Foreign Ministry isn‘t the only path to 
becoming an ambassador. 

Our wish for young Indonesians is for them 
to realize the importance of believing in themselves 
early on and that their world is not limited by 
Indonesia‘s geographical boundaries. The world is for 
all of us to explore, the dream is for all of us to 
realize, and the sky is not the limit but our wishes are. 

If our forefathers could dream about 
Indonesia long before we were born, why couldn‘t 
we? Perhaps we should have a new pledge: one 
motherland, one nation, one language, and one 
world.[] 

The Jakarta Post, October 28, 2009 
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The man who saves the American Dream 

 

 

 

 

San Joaquin County is one of the hardest-hit 
counties in California in this mortgage crisis. And 
Mountain House was named by New York Times in 
November 2008 as ―the most underwater community 
in the United States,‖ as 90 percent of home values 
there have gone underwater, and the depth of 
depreciation is as steep as 70 percent. 

Those who have been paying skyrocketing 
monthly mortgage payments and have been receiving 
reduced earnings are probably feeling the pinch of the 
economic crisis. Many of them have stopped 
payments and are facing foreclosure. 

With 18.7 million vacant homes this year and 
7 million more properties expected to foreclose in 
2010 and 2011, this mortgage crisis is more than our 
neighbors‘ issue —it is our own personal issue as well. 

Many of us have grown to be skeptical as no 
one seems to be able to lend a hand. Not attorneys, 
not government officials, and especially not lenders. 

When we started to distrust the system, this 
man came along. 
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Bruce Marks was named 2007 Bostonian of 
the Year, yet his activism affects all of us, including 
Tracy and Mountain House residents. 

From October 16, 2009 through Tuesday, 
Marks and the nonprofit organization he founded, 
Neighborhood Assistance Corporation of America, 
had a colossal Save the Dream tour at the Cow 
Palace. 

I was there, and I was among 25,000 people 
who were grateful and astonished by the magnitude 
of this event. Most lenders nationwide, 270 NACA 
counselors, and a few hundred volunteers provided 
their services with homeowners‘ interest in mind. 

As a scholar-activist, I am a hopeful 
individual. But I always keep an objective view, so by 
nature I wasn‘t too enthusiastic when I first heard 
about NACA. Today I‘m relieved and proud to call 
myself a NACA member, a Bruce Marks follower, 
and a loan restructuring activist. 

Marks has advocated the public‘s interests 
since 1988 with his debut activism for the Hotel 
Workers Union in Boston. Today, he is known as 
―the nonviolent bank terrorist,‖ as Wall Street Journal 
named him. He literally ―terrorizes‖ bank CEOs with 
his strong, pit-bullish words. 

Marks has advocated for elimination of a 
second mortgage scam and has campaigned against 
predatory lending by going to each bank and having 
them sign an agreement with NACA. He also won a 
case against Sen. Phil Gramm, whose Gramm-Leach-
Bliley Act in 1999 removed the separation between 
consumer and investment banks and has been 
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believed to have caused the current economic and 
mortgage crisis in the first place. 

Bruce Marks is the only name we need to 
remember when it comes to fighting the foreclosure 
crisis. Even if you have to fly to the East Coast to 
attend one of his tours, the effort would be 
worthwhile. 

NACA has more than 1 million members who 
can testify how their loans have been restructured 
based on affordability, instead of credit score and 
how much their net incomes are. 

NACA‘s underwriting guidelines have proven 
to result in the lowest default rate nationwide —less 
than 1 percent— while other nonprofit organizations 
have showed more than a 2 percent default rate. 

―Bruce Marks is a godsend,‖ one NACA 
member said at the Cow Palace. With more than 1 
million people who agree, no endorsement is too 
exaggerated.[] 

Tracy Press, October 23, 2009 
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Preventing and healing conflicts through 
artistic endeavors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whenever we hear the word ―peace,‖ 
oftentimes we think about Mohandas Gandhi and 
Dalai Lama, two epitomes of peace. Dealing with 
peace, however, also means recognizing seeds of 
conflicts, preventing them from growing into full-
blown ones, and eventually past and existing conflicts 
must be healed. In Indonesia, there have been many 
conflicts, past and present ones. And due to its 
diversity and predominantly patriarch social structure, 
Indonesia is a land of conflicts of various scales, yet 
the study of peace and preventing and healing 
conflicts through artistic endeavors haven‘t been 
considered seriously. 

The 1965 ―communist eradication‖ massacre 
that had caused 500,000 to 2 million deaths is a 
colossal hidden conflict of which its reconciliation 
hasn‘t been done properly. Its improper reconciliation 
can be observed from the on-going strong 
stigmatization of relatives of PKI members or those 
who were wrongfully accused as ―communists.‖ 
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Others like East Timor, West Papua, Aceh, and 
Reformation incidents, such as Semanggi I and II and 
May 1998 Tragedy are to list a few of smaller scale 
ones but equally as appalling and heartbreaking.  

I have been fortunate to have worked with a 
2009 Women PeaceMaker Liza LLesis Saway at Joan 
B. Kroc Institute for Peace and Justice at University 
of San Diego to write her narrative story as an 
indigenous people‘s female leader of the Talaandig 
tribe in Mindanao. She is a known as Bai Nanapnay, 
the mother of the tribe. She is also a strong activist in 
Mindanao Peoples Caucus, which is a tri-people 
organization comprising Bangsamoro, Christian 
settlers, and indigenous tribes. 

In Talaandig tribe, there are at least fifteen 
documented tools and instruments for peace that 
either symbolize and are believed to have the power 
to prevent and heal conflicts: mother‘s milk, women‘s 
skirt, chick, advice, ritual, customary law, history, 
family, negotiation and mediation, research and 
investigation, language, communication, education, 
and role of women and elders. The keyword here is 
―believe‖ as a verb. Harmony among individuals, 
tribes, peoples, religions, living things, and 
environment is believed to be delivered through daily 
awareness of life as a part of nature. When delivered 
with awareness of harmony and peace, various artistic 
endeavors, such as dances, paintings, stories, musical 
instruments, and architectures can be used effectively 
to provide both ambiance and structure for 
peacebuilding. 

In Indonesia, wayang kulit puppet 
performances have been used to deliver messages of 
conflict prevention, reconciliation and healing, as 
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information is likely to be accepted better through 
visual and auditory senses.  

Other traditional musical instruments, such as 
angklung, kolintang, and gamelan don‘t require specific 
skills other than good teamwork with other musical 
players. The keyword is awareness of others‘ existence 
and working in a synergistic fashion. Other traditional 
and modern artistic endeavors, including high-tech 
ones, can be used to aim for delivering inspiring, 
compassion, and peace messages without making 
them sound corny. 

Films, for instance, have been used 
extensively to deliver messages of injustices and 
peace. One of films presented at a recent arts festival 
in University of San Diego Bearing Exquisite Witness 
by 2009 PeaceMaker Rubina Bhatti and Taangh 
Wasaib Organization was titled ―Wan‘ni: Murdered 
Marriages.‖ This 28-minute documentary drama 
depicted how in a male-dominated society, Pakistani 
women have been suffering Wan‘ni, which is a 
practice of a murderer‘s family giving away their 
female family member to the victim‘s family as a form 
of restitution. Women have been used, literally, as 
traded commodities in resolving conflicts between 
families.  

Awareness of cultural heritage has been 
receiving a lot of attention lately, particularly after the 
―Batik war‖ with Malaysia. We may as well use this 
momentum to increase people‘s awareness on the 
importance of using cultural heritage and artistic 
endeavors as peacebuilding tools and instruments. We 
can start with documenting specific tools and 
instruments of peace, which can be found in every 
ethnicity and tribe throughout Indonesia. The 
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following doable step would be creating working 
centers for peace, compassion, and justice studies, 
and documenting important peacemakers‘ and 
activists‘ stories.  

When conflicts are inevitable, peacebuilding 
activities are required to create balance. We all deserve 
peace, even whenever the conflict has subsided. The 
peaceful surface needs to be supported with internal 
peace, which is key to long-term peacefulness. And 
the tools and instruments are closer than we 
thought.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, October 19, 2009 
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A quest for strong, proper home after 
natural disasters 

 

 

 

 

The recent earthquake in West Sumatra has 
opened another window into the quest for home after 
disasters. Annually, throughout the world, there are 
40 million displaced people who move from one 
place to another in the quest for a safe home free 
from natural or humanitarian disasters. 

Some people travel to a nearby village or city, 
while others travel far away to the other side of the 
globe. Whatever the reasons for the migration are and 
wherever they finally decide to reside are as important 
as how the world should treat them and why a quest 
for home is the ultimate search in one‘s lifetime. 

For those reasons alone, we should respect 
and assist natural and humanitarian displaced people 
and refugees. Policies should be based on an 
underlying philosophy that human beings must be 
equally respected and human rights must be 
guaranteed regardless of circumstances. Business 
practices should reflect and adhere to such paradigms. 

Personally, being an immigrant in a foreign 
land allows me to experience firsthand what a quest 
for home is. Safety and acceptance are two of the 
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most important elements, without which a ―home‖ is 
not a home. And by ―home‖ one does not merely 
refer to a house or an apartment, but a place to stand 
without having to bend simply for survival. 

In the United States, more than 18,700,000 
houses are now unoccupied and an estimated 
7,000,000 more houses will be foreclosed in 2010 and 
2011. These former house owners are victims of a 
policy disaster, even though they probably can still 
rent apartments temporarily. But still, those who lost 
their jobs might find it quite impossible to find a 
decent place to live, despite America‘s image of a 
wealthy and orderly nation. 

We can see how the search for a home is an 
endless quest. Those who experience persecution and 
natural catastrophes are likely to find a ―home‖ is a 
place where they can take a deep breath without 
worrying whether their lives are in danger as a result 
of ―well founded fears.‖ Those who already had a 
home but for some reason became victims of 
irresponsible public and economic policies are likely 
to search for a place where they can feel secure for a 
few years without having to worry about sudden 
jumps in mortgage payments and shockingly devalued 
house prices. 

In the end, everybody is searching for a 
peaceful home, where family members have their 
favorite spots and a sense of belonging. While this is 
the ideal notion of a home, the society should 
promote that these ideals at heart and home should 
flourish. After all, homes are the pillars of a society 
and a nation. When a home is safe and secure, the 
family members are nourished mentally and 
physically, which is crucial to a healthy nation. A good 
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home both creates and is created by people who 
coexist with each other in mutual respect. Both 
western and eastern cultures concur on this concept. 

Limited budget or poverty at the level of 
states and people have been the typical excuses for 
delays in providing assistance to disasters in 
Indonesia. Blame it on having very limited resources 
and poor transportation, yet these aren‘t the 
underlying issues. The focus should be on reminding 
policy makers about the importance of respecting the 
notion of home being a safe and secure place to grow. 

Therefore, a ―home‖ comprises the house 
construction itself that should be sturdy enough to 
endure regular climate conditions and designed to 
cope with specific local disaster preparedness for the 
people who reside in it, fitting in also with the socio-
political and economic environment where the home 
is located, and providing the spiritual aspects of a 
stable home. 

The notion of ―home‖ thus should be seen as 
a connector to the outside world. Each home is a part 
of something bigger and eventually the largest domain 
is the universe. It is always harder to sustain the 
notion of equilibrium and peacefulness rather than 
breaking them asunder with corrupt thoughts and ill-
willed political maneuvers. But just like a broken pot 
can be glued back with the right substance, a home is 
built and maintained when we make the best of what 
is available, even after a terrible shock. 

May our quest for home be fulfilled.[] 

The Jakarta Post, October 12, 2009 
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The silence breaker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What do Benedict Anderson, John Roosa, and 
Robert Lemelson have in common? They have all 
talked about the G30S/PKI incident and its 
aftermath. Anderson with his Cornell paper A 
Preliminary Analysis of the October 1, 1965 Coup in 
Indonesia, Roosa with his book Pretext for Mass 
Murder, and Lemelson with his psychiatric 
anthropology documentary film 40 Years of Silence: An 
Indonesian Tragedy. These three works complement 
each other very well as Anderson‘s is a view from 
high politics, Roosa‘s perspective is linear in historical 
fashion, and Lemelson‘s is from a grassroots vantage 
point in which it portrays innocent people suffering 
long-term adverse effects from the incident. 

In a recent meeting at an Indonesian 
restaurant in Berkeley, California, Lemelson explained 
that 40 Years of Silence: An Indonesian Tragedy was 
a work 10 years in the making with a budget of less 
than US$500,000. Both the director and the producer 
of the film, Lemelson appears in a few of the scenes 
as well. The film is also supported by big names like 
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Pietro Scalia, who won two Academy Awards for Best 
Editing (JFK and Black Hawk Down), and historians 
John Roosa, Geoffrey Robinson, and Baskara T. 
Wardaya. Richard Henderson, a winner of the Golden 
Reel Award, served as the music editor and Malcolm 
Cross, a trained at the Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama, served as the composer. The music featured 
Dengue Fever, a Los Angeles-based band that 
combines Cambodian pop music with psychedelic 
rock, which brings a new aura to the ―Genjer Genjer‖ 
song. 

Apparently, residing in the world‘s movie 
capital of Los Angeles, and teaching at UCLA as an 
anthropology professor provide an unprecedented 
advantage over accessible intellectual capital needed 
to produce an unforgettable movie. 

He mentioned that his personal connection 
with Indonesia began in 1993 and was due also to 
being a Fullbright scholar in 1996 and 1997. His 
project at that time was a study on recovery outcome 
after being hospitalized for serious mental illness, in 
which those in Indonesia recovered better. After 10 
years, 75 percent of those patients fully recovered, 
while only 35 percent recovered in the United States. 

Lemelson also disclosed that casting for the 
film was done carefully to ensure diversity. The 
Balinese character Kereta is a low-caste farmer and 
Degung is a high-caste activist. The Javanese 
character Lanny is a Chinese Catholic-turned-
Buddhist whose father was executed and Budi is a 
native boy born decades after the incident. All were 
psychologically and emotionally affected by the 1965 
mass killings under the so-called ―communism 
eradication.‖ With Suharto‘s regime successful 
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repression on all memorials, remembrances, and 
recollections of the event, these people‘s memories 
captured on celluloid provide the needed record for 
posterity. 

Lemelson might have inherited his idealism 
from his father Jerome, who was one of America‘s 
most prolific inventors. Today, The Lemelson 
Foundation founded in 1993 has donated or 
committed more than US$150 million in support of 
its US and international missions. In Indonesia, its 
Recognition and Mentoring Program, at the Bogor 
Agricultural Institute and Technology Innovation 
Foundation, facilitates invention and innovation 
promotion at the grassroots level. He said the 
foundation donates approximately US$1.5 million 
annually. 

The film, however, is Robert Lemelson‘s own 
project, without any support from the foundation. 

The movie is expected to be watched by 
President Barack Obama eventually, as he would 
surely be interested considering he once lived in 
Indonesia and his sister is half Indonesian. Obama‘s 
statement in The Audacity of Hope is also cited at the 
beginning of the film:  

―In 1965, under the leadership of General 
Suharto, the military moved against Sukarno, and 
under emergency powers began a massive purge of 
communists and their sympathizers. 

Between 500,000 and 1 million people were 
slaughtered during the purge. With 750,000 others 
imprisoned or forced into exile. It was two years after 
the purge began, in 1967, the same year that Suharto 
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assumed the presidency, that my mother and I arrived 
in Jakarta.‖  

As of this interview, the office of Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton has received a copy of the film. 

When asked about the political aspect of the 
film, Lemelson said, ―Film is a free expression and 
government shouldn‘t be involved. It is a very 
important project in which historians need to get the 
history right.‖ He added that distribution for general 
consumption, however, has been an uphill battle, as 
today‘s trend in political documentary seems to favor 
Al Gore‘s An Inconvenient Truth type of movie. 

Lemelson might not be as famous as Steven 
Spielberg, but he is someone who loves Indonesia 
dearly. With his dedication in unveiling one of the 
world‘s most overlooked massacres through 40 Years 
of Silence, his contribution to a more just Indonesia is 
highly admirable.[] 

 

Tempo English, October 6-12, 2009 
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Myths and misconceptions surrounding 
intellectual property rights 

 

 

 

 

 

―Patenting‖ Indonesia‘s cultural heritage is 
tempting, but it just a widespread misconception. The 
so-called ―public domain‖ of Internet is a myth too, 
as creative common rights based on creative common 
licenses also have limitations. Myths and 
misconceptions surrounding intellectual property (IP) 
rights must be clarified if Indonesia is to be 
considered equally advanced in terms of legal literacy 
in this highly borderless world.  

Now, first things first. What are intellectual 
property rights? They are exclusive rights belonging 
to the creators or owners of products of the minds, 
which immediately materialize at the moment of 
creation. Thus, registering them is not required, but 
oftentimes necessary for the purpose of producing 
legal evidence of time of creation.  

A good analogy is just like the conception of a 
fetus, which is automatically a living being that 
inherits DNA from his or her parents. When an artist 
or a scientist creates or discovers something, it 
automatically bears the ―intellectual DNA‖ of the 
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creator. In a nutshell, whenever an individual or any 
legal entity creates artistic and scientific products, be 
they are tangible or intangible, and for personal or 
business purposes, they are immediately protected by 
these rights. 

Intellectual property rights render special 
monopoly for a limited time over usage and 
corresponding intangible benefits. The underlying 
philosophy is respecting creation and human 
knowledge, as well as fostering creative and 
explorative interests. Thus, do these rights last for 
eternity? Of course not. 

In general, intellectual property rights include 
copyrights, trademarks, patents, industrial design 
rights, and trade secrets. Indonesians confuse 
―copyrights‖ with ―patents.‖ We have heard and read 
about ―let‘s patent Indonesian cultural heritage so 
Malaysia wouldn‘t be able to claim them.‖ This 
statement is a fallacy on two counts.  

First, ―patent‖ doesn‘t apply to artistic ideas 
and forms. A patent is an exclusive right granted to 
inventor of scientific processes, instruments, or any 
improvements of them.  

Since Indonesia has ratified Berne Convention 
1886 in 1997, thus the definition of copyrights also 
applies in Indonesia. Cultural heritage, such as dances, 
songs, poetries, batik motives, musical instruments, 
and paintings belong to ―copyrights‖ category. 

Second, even with understanding that artistic 
endeavors belong to ―copyrights‖ realm instead of 
―patents,‖ most likely Indonesian cultural heritage are 
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centuries old and they have passed creator‘s 
―exclusive‖rights.  

Limitations over the term of copyrights in 
Indonesia is regulated by Indonesian Copyrights Law 
article 14. For copyrights, the limit is 50 years after 
the death of the creator. In terms of ―unknown 
creator,‖ of artistic and cultural creations, according 
to article 10, the state is the owner. Thus, even 
though sometimes we find certain ancient artistic and 
cultural products are registered under an individual‘s 
name; such registration is nullified by law.  

Now let‘s visit the Internet realm. Is it true 
that anything posted on the Web is ―common 
property‖ or ―public domain‖? The answer is an 
absolute no. We don‘t own those still and moving 
images and texts, unless it is clearly stated that such 
information or intangible products are indeed public 
domain.  

Chris Anderson in his impressive latest book 
titled Free: The Future of Business posited that Internet 
economy is ―free economy.‖ It is true to certain 
extend that providing free Internet-based services is a 
part of doing business nowadays, but it has limitations 
too. Most likely, the free-of-charge part is the 
distribution and usage, not authorship or ownership.  

Creative commons licenses were founded by 
Creative Commons organization in 2001 due to 
urging needs in advancing Internet economy. These 
licenses regulate copyrights by releasing certain parts 
of copyrights for other creators who intend to 
develop based upon their creations. They are basically 
―usage licenses,‖ not ownership transfer. In many 
open source applications, it is almost always that the 
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creator must be credited in any developments or 
derivatives developed. 

Intellectual property rights issues are simple to 
understand. The key is respecting the originator of a 
creation. Because, how we respect the fruits of minds 
today is key to the future.[] 

 

The Jakarta Post, October 4, 2009 
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The Koran as a text of  compassion, 
pluralism, and free will 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The holy month of Ramadan has come. It is 
Kairos time for Muslims worldwide, a special time of 
the year when the truth will appear, blessings are 
abundant, and peace fills the air. In this special 
month, we should remember those who are 
unfortunates and embrace those who are different 
from us. It is also good timing to reflect upon how we 
can spread kindness and compassion to others. After 
all, The Koran* is a text of compassion, pluralism, 
and free will. And above all, God is the most 
compassionate of all. (*another spelling is The 
Qur‘an) 

The first verse of The Koran reminds us loud 
and clear that compassion is the source of all 
goodness and embracing Islam means first and 
foremost adhering to this principle, ―In the name of 
God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy.‖ And 
by ―compassion,‖ it applies to all without any 
discrimination. The Chapter of Al-Imran 3:84 stated, 
―Say Muhammad, ‗Muslims believe in God and in 
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what has been sent down to us and to Abraham, 
Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes. We believe in 
what has been given to Moses, Jesus, and the 
prophets of their Lord. We do not make a distinction 
between any of the prophets. It is to God that we 
devote ourselves.‘‖ 

An example of how early Muslims have been 
embracing other religions can be seen in the various 
works of ethics and popular devotions, works of 
Adab, works of Sufism, and anthologies of wisdom. 
There, Jesus‘ words have been passed on from 
generation to generation, according to Jarif Khalidi, 
Director of the Center of Middle Eastern and Islamic 
Studies. 

As a text of pluralism, The Chapter of Feast 
5:48 stated, ―If God had so willed, He would have 
made you one community, but He wanted to test you 
through that which He has given you, so compete to 
do good.‖ And as a text of free will, The Chapter of 
Jonah 10:99 stated, ―Had your Lord willed, all the 
people on earth would have believed.‖ 

It is clear that The Koran acknowledges 
diversity and pluralism as it is what God has intended 
us to experience. Even as a non-Muslim, I find this 
quite comforting. After all, whenever we use reason 
to comprehend contradictory phenomena around us, 
we usually arrive to a conclusion that everything must 
be understood within its historical and socio-political 
context. And there is no exception in understanding 
The Koran and other religions‘ holy scriptures.  

Thus, we should remind ourselves that good 
theology makes us more faithful, more understanding, 
and more compassionate to others, including toward 
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those who are different from us. On the other hand, 
bad theology makes our hearts hardened, our soul 
more fragile, and our mind more filthy and filled with 
violence and oppressive thoughts. Using faith, reason 
and free will, we should be able to distinguish which 
is which. 

Farid Esack in Qur’an Liberation and Pluralism: 
an Islamic Perspective of Interreligious Solidarity against 
Oppression opened the path for understanding a 
religion, in this particular case is Islam, within the 
context of an oppressive regime. The backdrop of 
this book is the apartheid South Africa. Esack argued 
that a theology of liberation works towards freeing 
religion from social, political and religious structures 
and ideas based on uncritical obedience and the 
freedom of all people from all forms of injustice and 
exploitation including those of race, gender, class and 
religion. This theology is based on the presumption 
that reconstructing a society must be done with 
principles of justice, freedom, honesty and integrity, 
which can be found in The Koran. 

While it might be true that any religion‘s holy 
scripture contains verses that encourage exclusivism, 
we should handle them carefully, yet never denunciate 
them entirely and never interpret them literally. Since 
The Koran itself is neither a systematic disposition 
nor a set of chronologically arranged revelations, it 
requires special trainings to decipher, to analyze, and 
to eventually synthesize the messages within past and 
present frameworks.  

The notion of kufr or disbelief itself might 
sound ambiguous as it can be interpreted in many 
ways. However, we should think that this ambiguity 
provides an opportunity for re-definition and 
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transcendence. And it would be wise to return to 
important verses that elucidate the notions of 
compassion, pluralism, and free will as a solid 
theological foundation that overrides historical-
contextual exclusivism that is obsolete in modern 21st 
century pluralistic societies. Farid Esack further said 
that it has been customarily and theologically easier to 
focus on categorizations of ―the other‖ in The Koran 
rather than overcoming divisions of the past.  

Abdulaziz Sachedina, Professor of Religious 
Studies at University of Virginia and Senior Associate 
at Center for Strategic and International Studies in 
Washington DC stated that the selective and political 
appropriation of the Koran in legitimizing a de facto 
hegemony over the other has aimed to overlook the 
human dimensions of theology. For modern 
Indonesian Islamic scholars, it is both a challenge and 
an opportunity to set an example for the whole world 
to follow. We need to ensure that the Indonesian 
strain of Islam transcends differences and embraces 
pluralism and multiculturalism. Because, only this 
way, we can save the future and live together in 
harmony. 

Finally, there are many ways to God and there 
are many ways to be a devotee. May this Ramadan 
makes us more compassionate and understanding 
towards others.[] 

 

Tempo English, September 9, 2009  
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Time to protect consumers of  home-loan 
modifications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A week ago, the office of Rep. Jerry 
McNerney, D-Pleasanton, and the Mountain House 
Community Services District co-hosted a Foreclosure 
Prevention Summit Workshop at Bethany Elementary 
School in Mountain House. 

The resident-led housing activism 
organization Mountain House Action Group has 
been involved since the beginning in November 2008 
through our advocacy and sharing activities. The 
event was attended by Bank of America, Chase, 
Fannie Mae, several Housing and Urban 
Development Department-approved counselors and 
more than 150 homeowners. 

It was covered by Swiss Public Radio and the 
Tracy Press. 

It is noticeable that the process of loan 
modification is unclear, due to changing laws and 
guidelines. Approved HUD counselors so far have 
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been helpful by giving out advice that would protect 
homeowners‘ interests —that‘s as opposed to banks, 
which are likely to focus on their own interests. 

Still, I believe that there are many things that 
can, should and must be improved if loan 
modifications are to take place appropriately and 
proportionately. Consumers‘ interests must be 
protected, and it requires more than a few 
underwriting guidelines. 

So far, out of 4 million homeowners who 
need some sort of mortgage assistance, only 400,000 
have been helped, a mere 10 percent. Mortgage giant 
Wells Fargo merely reduced payments for only 6 
percent of its eligible home loans, and Bank of 
America modified just 4 percent of those in the same 
category. And they didn‘t seem to modify loans 
outside Obama‘s Making Home Affordable program. 

MAC and JPMorgan Chase are better, with 20 
percent modification rates. 

Unfairness in the loan modification process, 
however, can be reduced — if not eliminated — 
provided there is a law that would protect the 
interests of consumers, including home loan 
borrowers, in force majeure circumstances. 

Force majeure is a legal term used to describe an 
unpredictable event that would hinder the fulfillment 
of an agreement. In a broad definition, economic 
crisis can be categorized as this type of event. 

In certain circumstances based on 
macroeconomic calculations, such as today‘s 
recession and foreclosure crisis, consumers should 
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have the right to have their loans (any loans) 
reconsidered and renegotiated without discrimination. 

To this very day, such a consumer right has 
not been codified into law. 

Consumer Protection Law, which is the basis 
for Chapter 13 Bankruptcy rules, has been quite 
potent in this crisis. But it is applicable only on a case-
by-case basis. What we need is a law that would 
streamline the colossal process of loan modification 
by making it a consumer emergency right for 
economic protection under any force majeure. 

If that were the case, lenders would be 
required to work with consumers to ensure that they 
can afford their loans. 

Another possible idea would be to close 
loopholes in the loan modification process. 

While banking is a regulated industry, today‘s 
foreclosure crisis has set a new bar in loan 
modification, a process that comes with gaps as big 
and as wide as the Grand Canyon. These loopholes 
benefit lenders instead of consumers. 

So far, it is common knowledge that most 
banks would prefer foreclosure to loan modification, 
because the former would give them cash 
immediately, while the latter would only give them a 
negotiable promissory note. And cash, of course, is 
much more preferable in an economic crisis. 

Now is good timing to demand more 
consumer rights, and we can start with ourselves by 
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writing to our representatives, joining forces with 
interest groups and writing to the media. 

If we don‘t act, good citizens will continue to 
be punished by financial institutions and unfair laws. 
And we aren‘t that dumb to let this situation 
continue.[] 

 

Tracy Press, August 22, 2009 
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An education in life 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Indonesia, I went to a top-tier high school 
in Jakarta and the best university in the nation. In the 
United States, I didn‘t go to an Ivy League school, 
instead I went to a state university and a so-so private 
university. Still, I did my master‘s and doctorate-level 
studies and am now assisting a think tank at a posh 
private university in San Diego as a short-term fellow, 
writing on the subject of peace. 

To some people, I‘ve had an elite education 
and live an elite lifestyle. But for those educated at Ivy 
League schools, like Harvard, Princeton and Yale, I‘m 
just a second-tier intellectual. 

The gap between those who are highly 
educated and not-so-highly educated is palpable, both 
in America and in Indonesia. Being in the ―middle‖ of 
the intellectual ranks, I‘ve come to see the world from 
both sides: as a layperson and as a scholar. It may 
sound awfully smart to be labeled an ―intellectual,‖ 
but it also has some downsides. And the more elite 
one‘s education, the bigger the downsides. 
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Throughout my life I have been surrounded 
by laypeople. My single mother, a dressmaker, has just 
become a college student at the age of 56, and my 
grandparents were an elementary school teacher and a 
laundry owner. Most of my friends are college 
educated but they work as executives, professionals 
and businesspeople. And through them I have seen 
that living outside academia is as useful and 
meaningful, or even more so, than living within it. 

Still, overseas education is often seen as a 
ticket to success. And while a handful Indonesians 
obtain scholarships from the Fulbright Program and 
Ford Foundation, most don‘t. Many Indonesian 
parents who send their children abroad to further 
their education pay full foreign student tuition. They 
hope their children will get a better education abroad, 
or at least some international exposure to broaden 
their minds. 

They also assume that after graduation, their 
children will nail a big-shot job at a foreign consulting 
firm or at a top multinational corporation, either 
overseas or in Indonesia. 

In short, Indonesians who study abroad are 
expected to succeed when they graduate, despite the 
relative notion of ―success.‖ They are the privileged 
ones among Indonesians, and the few who go to Ivy 
League schools are believed to be destined for great 
things. This mind-set alone is a trap. 

The expectations of success based on 
academic and professional choices are crippling as 
overseas-educated students become less aware of the 
possibility of failure. The fact is, they live among 
people who aren‘t as privileged as they are, and they 
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should communicate with them on a daily basis. They 
become robot-like in their pursuit of straight As and 
graduating with honors. This creates a false sense of 
security that cum laude status is all it takes to succeed. 

While overseas many of these students live in 
exclusive dormitories, which isolates them from the 
realities and problems in society. They become 
desensitized to other people‘s urges, wishes and 
desires as their minds are shaped in such a specialized 
way that big questions about life and its purposes no 
longer matter. They frequently only form friendships 
with people from the same social and economic 
classes as themselves. 

When they graduate, they continue to live 
with the idea that their overseas education will bring 
money and social status. They think that they have 
earned their class, which is only true to some extent. 
Elite education, regardless of its relative definition, 
comes with many advantages. It opens many doors 
and provides an excellent opportunity for networking. 
But there are no guarantees. The greatest cost is not 
the six-figure tuition fee in US dollars, but the false 
sense of security it brings and the notion that 
academic success is the only measure of success in 
society. 

While many educators have their own theories 
and opinions about what constitutes a good 
education, every individual should be aware of his or 
her own needs and intelligences —hence there are 11 
types of intelligence. 

Ivy League education has given birth to Nobel 
and Pulitzer Prize winners, but it also produces 
tyrants and losers. At the same time, drop-outs and 
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people with mediocre educations have gone on to 
become philanthropists and billionaires. 

People need to remember there are many 
ways to get an education and many definitions of 
success. And the ultimate form of success isn‘t an 
international award or tons of money in the bank —it 
is how we affect other people in the widest sense 
possible.[] 

 

The Jakarta Globe, August 11, 2009 
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When a fatwa is not necessarily a “fatwa” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In five short years, Facebook‘s members have 
reached 200 million worldwide. If it were a country, it 
would be ranked fifth in size after China, India, the 
United States and Indonesia. It is the fourth largest 
democracy by far. 

No wonder it has been receiving the attention 
of Indonesian Muslim clerics as well. In late May, 700 
religious students and clerics from East Java attended 
a public forum on young women‘s Islamic boarding 
schools, and ultimately determined that overusing 
Facebook and other social networking sites was 
haram, or forbidden. 

A few days later, Din Syamsuddin, the 
chairman of Muhammadiyah and the deputy 
chairman of the Indonesian Council of Ulema (MUI), 
clarified that social networking sites, just like mobile 
phones, e-mail and other common forms of 
technology, were neutral: they could be used for both 
good and bad purposes. 
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Still, the harm of almost being ―fatwa-ed‖ was 
done. Muslims and non-Muslims alike always feel the 
pinch when a fatwa declares something or someone 
as haram. 

Fatwas are notoriously life-altering, but what 
are they? A fatwa, or religious edict, is not a ―fatwa‖ 
per se in Indonesia. 

Indonesian Islam is Sunni, not Shiite, which 
means a fatwa has no legally binding implications 
whatsoever. They are, however, a strong moral force 
designed to influence public policies. In Indonesia, 
Muslim clerics have somewhat equal standing with 
other moderate and nonreligious intellectuals. They 
are trendsetters with something extra — a standpoint 
under ―religious dogma.‖ 

To religious people, anything dogmatic is 
believed to have a strong adherence pressure. All 
psychological, however, I must say. That is the 
strength of a fatwa. 

In Shiite countries like Iran, a fatwa is legally 
binding, which explains why Salman Rushdie had to 
take to exile after a death fatwa was proclaimed by 
Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989. Even though Rushdie 
rushed to apologize a few days later, Khomeini 
insisted that his apology would not be accepted and 
that he should be killed even if he repented and 
recanted for his fictional work. 

The disturbing thing with that fatwa is the 
thousands of religious followers who demanded both 
the banning and the murder of the author. This 
showed how powerful a fatwa is, especially when it is 
issued in a Shiite Shariah society. 
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Professor Abdullahi An-Na‘im, an expert in 
Islamic law at Emory University in the United States, 
argued that the fatwa against Rushdie was in actuality 
a fallacy on three counts. 

First, assuming Khomeini was the undisputed 
ruler of an Islamic state, or dar al-Islam, which in this 
case was Iran, his jurisdiction did not extend to a non-
Islamic state or, dar al-harb. Rushdie was a British 
citizen, so Khomeini‘s fatwa did not have any legal 
authority over him and his actions. Second, even if 
Khomeini was bestowed with universal authority over 
both Islamic and non-Islamic states, Rushdie would 
have the right to defend himself before punishment 
could be imposed. Third, the complete defense 
against any charge of heresy and apostasy is 
repentance. 

In conclusion, whenever Muslim clerics issue 
a ―haram fatwa,‖ we should not panic. We need to 
find out its credibility by delving into the substance, 
the jurisdiction and the context within which it was 
issued. 

In Indonesia, a fatwa is simply a human expert 
opinion, with emphasis on ―human.‖ It is a 
recommendation, a ―consumer beware‖ sign, advice, 
suggestion. Therefore, whether something is sinful or 
not, we should leave it to God‘s discretion in the 
afterlife. 

Indonesia is a democratic secular country 
based on Pancasila and not on Shariah laws. And a 
fatwa is not a legal instrument. This fact alone is a 
strong legal basis to nullify Shariah-based or inspired 
bylaws in local municipalities. 
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Thus, if you are a Muslim in Indonesia, 
should you be following clerics‘ fatwas? The answer is 
simple: use your best common sense, reasoning skills 
and discernment. A fatwa in Indonesia is merely an 
opinion, and humans, as we know, are prone to error. 

Regardless of his high standing in society, a 
cleric is not a representative of God. He is merely a 
person who studies religion in-depth. 

We should not meddle with God‘s 
prerogatives. A fatwa, after all, might not be a ―fatwa‖ 
per se.[] 

 

The Jakarta Globe, June 8, 2009 
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