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Some Essential Problematiques of Rural Areas in Indonesia 

(An Initiatory Assessment) 

 

Suwarto1 

 

 

The implementation of the Indonesian Government’s second Five Year Development plan 

(Pembangunan Lima Tahun, or Pelita), which took place 1974-1979; rural areas in Java underwent 

striking changes. By the end of 1980s villages were on transition time from traditional to modern. 

At that time new leaders were appointed by the Government to work as “cultural interpreters” in 

order to help usher in the modernization of the villages. They were to help village communities to 

identify the basic problems facing communities and to introduce the concept of modernization 

development. In so doing, they would help interpret the goals and purpose of development for 

local communities and assist practically in introducing new agricultural and family planning 

programmes.2 Among those appointed to the role of cultural interpreters were religious leaders 

and administration village heads.3  The tasks assigned to these roles eventually came to include 

addressing the causes of decreasing land ownership.4 Singarimbun reported that percentages of 

landless rural households were increasing 11%: from 37% (1969) to 48% (1989) in 20 years 

(Singarimbun 1996: 169).  

At that the time throughout much of rural Java there were limited opportunities to engage 

in the productive economy. Furthermore, a series of interlocking features –what we might call 

‘negative cultures’– were ingrained in rural Javanese society which blocked or disrupted processes 

of economic transformation. These included the paternalistic domination of the village head over 

development programs; the project culture involving excessive bureaucratization as well as 

                                                             
1 Representative of Yayasan Bina Desa, Jakarta, Indonesia at the SRE-Asian CSO Forum, 9-10 March 2017, 

Singapore. 
2 Masri Singarimbun, Penduduk dan Perubahan (Yogyakarta, Pustaka Pelajar, 1996). 
3 Selo Soemardjan and Kennon Breazeale, Cultural Change in Rural Indonesia, Impact of Village Development 

(Surakarta, Sebelas Maret University Press, 1993), p. 198 ff. 
4 Mubyarto, “Masalah Ekonomi dan Kemiskinan di Comal” in Frans Husken dan Hiroyosi Kano, Di Bawah Asap 

Pabrik Gula: Masyarakat di Pesisir Jawa Sepanjang Abad ke-20 (Yogyakarta dan Bandung: Gajah Mada University 
Press dan Akatiga), pp. 219-230.  
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corruption; and a technocratic fixation with attaining targets, resulting in many initiatives that were 

implemented regardless of context.5 

 

Geertz’s indication on the rural involution might be right as there were not rural broker or 

middlemen class and it caused the slowness in economic improvement. Nevertheless, 

modernization had open up some off-farm opportunities, such as factory labour or migration-based 

job that is not needed skill, for example, masonry, becak (tricycles) driver, etc.  

It’s not less than these is rural women marginalization process in agricultural system. It 

means women is not involve in agricultural production process as well as economic improvement. 

It’s resulting to women migration to urban even more abroad in looking for new job. It’s not 

wondering there are so many cases of women traficking and/or violence. Today, these all cases are 

very dramatic when Indonesia going into a kind of liberal democracy system. The emerging of 

local political proponents making the issue of development is not just economic but also political 

one. Developmental process is now a struggle arena where the political actor is predator to people,6 

by using all skill and capital they having, included by religious authority.7 Development in 

Indonesia today is a complex process. 

In term of economic or entrepreneurial, the less development of broker or middlemen class 

is understandable as the modernization process is as it imagined or planned by Indonesia 

government. Development or modernization is approached as a kind of projecct, but not as 

sustainable program intended to produce a new wealth for people. Therefore, today in order to 

develop new middle class in rural areas, that is supporting to sustainable development or 

transformation (Hiroyosi Kano 1996: 259-260), it needs a holistic system of development with 

                                                             
5 Sjafri Sairin, “Dimensi Budaya dalam Program Inpres Desa Tertinggal” dalam E. Masinambow, Koentjaraningrat 

dan Antropologi di Indonesia (Jakarta, AAI dan Yayasan Obor  Indonesia, 1997), pp. 151-164. 
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(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2010) p. 10-11. 
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Social Sciences of Southeast Asia No. 171, 2015, p. 177-184; and Olle Tornquist, Assessing Dynamics of 
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Macmillan, 2013), chapter 3, especially p. 57-62. 
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entrepreneurial approach. Or, the spirit of independence or self-employ is need to develop or 

inculcate among rural people by education system or cultural internalization.8 

Therefore, in this forum, we need to empower or strenghthen rural people, either in Asean 

context collectively or in individual State: 

(1)  To develop village-based good and clean government as this system or culture is very 

appreciative to all entrepreneurial action carried out by people, as well as to the wealth 

distribution in the form of local wisdom-based agrarian reform. 

(2) To develop skill and entrepreneurial action, we need to share of our experiences on how to 

sinergize between government-market-civil society at the village level; or, some best practice 

on that issue should be introduced as a means of learning together. 

(3) To encourage rural women doing entrepreneurial activities as a kind of outlet to absorb their 

innovation and creativity, and it could prevent women from marginalization process in rural 

areas. 

(4) To strengthen some local initiative that produce some socio-cultural instruments of security so 

that it enables a humane and justice developmental processes at the village level.   

 

*** 

 

Salatiga and Jakarta, 2017 

 

                                                             
8 This idea is based on assumption that in each community or culture has an ethics of entrepreneurship; therefore, it 

is very appreciative to all economic-oriented activities, either by individual or collectively.  


