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The presidency of Haji Muhammad Soeharto, spanning from 1966 to 1998, represents one of the most significant
and complex eras in modern Southeast Asian history. Known as the New Order (Orde Baru), this period was
characterized by a radical shift from the revolutionary, high-rhetoric governance of his predecessor, Sukarno,

toward a pragmatic, development-oriented, and highly centralized authoritarian model. This article provides a
technical deconstruction of Soeharto’s rise to power, the socio-political mechanisms of his administration, the
economic frameworks that earned him the title "Bapak Pembangunan” (Father of Development), and the
structural vulnerabilities that eventually led to his resignation in May 1998.

1. Historical Foundations and Military Origins

Born on June 8, 1921, in the small hamlet of Kemusuk, Yogyakarta, Soeharto’s early life was rooted in the
agrarian landscape of colonial Indonesia. His trajectory from a village youth to a military strategist provided the
foundational logic for his later governance style: disciplined, hierarchical, and deeply concerned with stability.

1.1 Military Indoctrination and Strategic Ascent

Soeharto’s professional socialization occurred within three distinct military frameworks: the KNIL (Royal
Netherlands East Indies Army), the PETA (Defenders of the Homeland) established during the Japanese
occupation, and the TNI (Indonesian National Armed Forces). These experiences instilled a doctrine of territorial
management, where the military was not merely a defense force but a stabilizing administrative body. By the early
1960s, as a Major General, Soeharto commanded the KOSTRAD(Army Strategic Reserve Command), placing
him in a pivotal position during the geopolitical crisis of 1965.

2.The Theoretical Framework of the New Order (Orde Baru)

The transition of power from Sukarno to Soeharto was formalized through the Supersemar (Order of March 11,
1966). This document served as the legal pivot for the New Order’s ideology. Unlike the "Old Order," which
prioritized anti-colonialist sentiment and ideological purity, the New Order was built upon the Trilogi Pembangunan
(Development Trilogy).

2.1 The Trilogi Pembangunan Model

The New Order’s legitimacy was calculated through a specific mathematical balance of three variables:

 Political Stability: The suppression of ideological conflict to ensure a predictable environment for investment.

< High Economic Growth: Targeting consistent GDP expansion through industrialization and resource extraction.

¢ Equitable Distribution of Development: Ensuring that the benefits of growth reached rural areas to prevent
localized uprisings.

This model relied on a Centralized Bureaucratic Polity. Power was concentrated in the executive branch,
supported by the military and a technocratic elite. The "Berkeley Mafia," a group of US-educated economists,
provided the theoretical grounding for Indonesia’s integration into the global capitalist market.

3.Technical Analysis of Political Engineering



Soeharto’s long-term survival was not accidental; it was the result of sophisticated political engineeringdesigned
to eliminate competition while maintaining a fagade of democratic process.

3.1 The "Dwifungsi" Doctrine

The concept of Dwifungsi(Dual Function) of the ABRI (Indonesian Armed Forces) was the core mechanic of the
New Order’s control. It posited that the military had two roles: a defense-security role and a socio-political role.
Technically, this manifested through:

1. Territorial Command Structure: The military mirrored the civilian administration from the national level down
to the village level (Babinsa).

2. Legislative Allocation: Military officers were granted unelected seats in the DPR (People's Representative
Council).

3. Bureaucratic Placement: Active or retired officers were appointed as governors, mayors, and directors of
State-Owned Enterprises (BUMN).

3.2 The Three-Party System (Penyederhanaan Partai)

In 1973, Soeharto executed a forced merger of political parties to minimize friction. The result was a structured tri-
partite system:



Entity Constituency Function in the New Order

Golkar Civil Servants, Military, Professionals The government's electoral machine;
ensured absolute majorities.

PPP Islamic Groups A controlled outlet for Muslim political
aspirations.
PDI Nationalists, Christians A controlled outlet for secular and

minority voices.

By ensuring that Golkaralways won significant majorities, Soeharto maintained a "legalistic" authoritarianism
where the parliament (MPR) would re-elect him every five years without fail.

4. Economic Mechanics: From Hyperinflation to Swasembada

When Soeharto took office, the Indonesian economy was in shambles, with inflation rates exceeding 600%. His
technical approach to economic recovery focused on stabilization, debt rescheduling, and long-term planning
through REPELITA (Five-Year Development Plans).

4.1 REPELITA Phases and Objectives
The REPELITA framework (1969-1998) utilized a sequenced approach to development:

* REPELITA | (1969-1974): Focus on agriculture and food security. This was the era of the Green Revolution,
introducing high-yield crop varieties and chemical fertilizers.

e REPELITA Il & 11l (1974-1984): Infrastructure expansion and industrialization of raw materials. This period
benefited from the "Oil Bonanza" (1973/1979 oil shocks).

 REPELITA IV &V (1984-1994): Shift toward export-oriented manufacturing and human resource
development.

4.2 Case Study: Achieving Rice Self-Sufficiency (Swasembada Beras)

In 1984, the FAO recognized Soeharto for achieving rice self-sufficiency. The technical execution involved the
BIMAS (Mass Guidance) program, which utilized a multi-variable intervention strategy:

1. Subsidized Inputs: Government-controlled prices for urea fertilizers.

2. Hydraulic Engineering: Massive investment in irrigation networks across Java and Bali.

3. Credit Systems: The creation of BRI (Bank Rakyat Indonesia) units at the village level to provide micro-loans
for farmers.

5. Infrastructure and Social Development Metrics

As the "Father of Development," Soeharto oversaw significant shifts in quality-of-life metrics. The technical success
of these programs was often ignored by critics focusing on political repression, yet they remains central to his
legacy.

5.1 The SD Inpres and Puskesmas Model

To combat illiteracy and high infant mortality, Soeharto utilized the Instruksi Presiden (Inpres)mechanism. This
bypassed standard bureaucratic hurdles to rapidly build:

e SD Inpres: Primary schools built in every village, leading to a massive spike in literacy rates from 40% to over



80%.
¢ Puskesmas: Community Health Centers designed to provide standardized primary care across the

archipelago.
« KB (Keluarga Berencana): A highly successful national family planning program that reduced total fertility
rates from 5.6 to 2.3 births per woman.

6. Comparison Matrix: Old Order vs. New Order

To understand why Soeharto’'s model was revolutionary for its time, we must compare the technical focuses of the
two regimes:



Feature

Economic Focus

Diplomacy

Political Style

Old Order (Sukarno)

Self-sufficiency (Berdikari) /
Nationalization

Anti-Imperialist / Non-Aligned /
Confrontational

Charismatic / Ideological / Mass
Mobilization

New Order (Soeharto)

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) /
Global Integration

ASEAN-centric / Pro-Western /
Developmental

Bureaucratic / Technocratic / De-
politicization

Inflation Management Uncontrolled (600%+) Stabilized (Single digits for most of

the era)

Military Role Revolutionary Vanguards Managers of Stability (Dwifungsi)

7.The Structural Failure Modes of the Late New Order

Despite three decades of growth, the New Order contained inherent structural flaws that acted as latent "failure
modes." By the mid-1990s, these vulnerabilities converged.

7.1 KKN: Korupsi, Kolusi, Nepotisme

The centralization of power led to a lack of institutional oversight. The KKN phenomenon (Corruption, Collusion,
and Nepotism) became systemic. Family-owned conglomerates and crony capitalists were granted monopolies in
key sectors (cloves, toll roads, automotive). This created a rent-seeking economythat stifled genuine competition
and left the financial sector fragile.

7.2The 1997 Asian Financial Crisis (Krismon)

The technical trigger for Soeharto’s downfall was the contagion of the Thai Baht collapse in 1997. The Indonesian
Rupiah (IDR) plummeted from 2,500 to 17,000 per USD. The technical failures included:

e Short-term Private Debt: Indonesian companies had massive unhedged foreign debt.

¢ Banking Weakness: "Connected" banks lacked capital adequacy and were used as personal ATMs for owners.

« IMF Intervention: The austerity measures mandated by the IMF (closing banks, removing subsidies) led to
mass panic and social unrest.

8.The Fall and Reformasi

The end of the Soeharto era was marked by the Tragedi Trisaktiand the subsequent riots in May 1998. The loss
of military support (specifically from General Wiranto) and the resignation of his economic cabinet left Soeharto
with no tactical options. On May 21, 1998, he announced his resignation, handing power to B.J. Habibie.

8.1 Summary of the Soeharto Legacy

Analyzing Soeharto through a technical lens reveals a leader who mastered the art of state-building through
stabilization and economic planning but failed to build the flexible institutions necessary to survive a globalized
financial crisis. His era transformed Indonesia from a fragmented, agrarian society into an emerging industrial
power, leaving behind a legacy that modern Indonesia continues to grapple with.

Ultimately, the New Order remains a masterclass in developmental authoritarianism. It proved that rapid
economic growth is possible under a centralized regime, but it also demonstrated that without transparency, the



rule of law, and institutional checks, such growth is susceptible to catastrophic collapse. Soeharto’'s impact—
ranging from the physical infrastructure of the Trans-Java highway to the socio-political structure of the Indonesian
civil service—continues to define the nation’s operational DNA in the 21st century.
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