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The Recent Development of “Middle Class Theories” and Its
Cultural Implications in Contemporary Indonesia : Potential
Uncertainty in National Culture

Masanori KITANO*

This article discusses potential uncertainty in contemporary Indonesian national culture
mainly through examining the recent development of "middle class theories" and its
cultural implications. This subject is explored in terms of the following three fundamental
principles of the Indonesian nation, namely, secular-plural cultural nationalism,
modernism, and democracy.

The contemporary Indonesian middle class came into formation in the 1980s. Overall,
its cultural, economic and socio-political orientation consisted of secular-plural
nationalism, modernism, and democracy.

Today, this middle-class ideology is basically unchanged. However, from the 1990s,
especially after the fall of the Suharto regime, Indonesian middle class theories increased
their variety of orientations. This recent development includes four examples, as follows.
First, some Islamists advocate Islamic principles instead of (secular-plural) cultural
nationalism. Second, some moderate Islamic theorists still uphold cultural nationalism, but
seek to relativise modernism. Third, a number of Islamic leftists pursue both cultural
nationalism and radical popular democracy. Finally, some cultural theorists defend cultural
nationalism and democracy, but relativise them theoretically and formulate few practical
schemes for them.

As such, these theories suggest that the Indonesian nation, especially the middle class,
needs to reassess cultural nationalism, relativise modernism, and also seek broader

consensus about democracy. However, this situation has not yet come to the serious
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attention of the majority of the nation, which conventionally attaches to cultural
nationalism and modernism, and has just begun to participate in democracy in recent years.
There is thus a discrepancy between the theoretical possibilities of these middle class
theories and their actual conditions.

Culturally, this discrepancy implies a potential threat to cultural nationalism. This is
because not only is it challenged by the Islamist ideology but also it might decay by itself
for lack of its own conceptual reassessment and regeneration. Furthermore, the pursuit of
radical popular democracy might affect cultural nationalism. This is because a considerable
part of the Indonesian lower class, the proposed prime-mover of democracy, consists of
either conventional nationalists who are unfamiliar with reassessments of cultural
nationalism, or those Muslims inclined toward Islamist ideology. It is in this set of risk
factors that the Indonesian national culture faces potential uncertainty.

In this context, the Indonesian middle class and its cultural expression deserve

constant and close attention in order to understand this uncertainty in the national culture.



