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Anthropological studies of Indonesian communications media pay a great deal of attention to how new media give rise to new kinds of community, new forms of identity, and new forms of social conflict. My own work is a case in point. In my studies of the kentongan in the context of the neighbourhood night watch (ronda) and of interkom networks in the context of the urban underclass, I have focused quite heavily on the manner in which media help to constitute a sense of community. In the case of the kentongan, the wooden gongs used in the ronda or night watch, for example, I have shown how this device helps to create a territorial sense of community: a community identity based on spatial proximity and a shared, habitual relation to a territory; and a social imperative to defend that territory against outsiders (Barker 1999). In the case of interkom, the homegrown cable networks that link together different neighbourhoods in some of Java’s towns and cities, I have shown how such networks constitute social groups that are “not quite imagined communities,” since they depart from, but do not completely transcend, local forms of identity based on territoriality and kinship (Barker 2003). Other anthropologists studying Indonesian media have taken a similar approach. Anna Tsing (2003) and Danilyn Rutherford (2002), for example, have shown some of the ways in which communities living at the margins or limits of the Indonesian nation define their identity through their subversion of Jakarta’s attempts to position its media as the grand mediators of Indonesian modernity and nationhood. In a different vein, Birgit Brauchler (2003) and Patricia Spyer (2002) have shown in their work how new technologies like video tapes and the Web have functioned to mediate religious and ethnic identities in new ways, creating ever sharper cleavages between Christians and Muslims on the one hand, and between various ethnic groups on the other. This approach to Indonesian media is deeply indebted to Benedict Anderson’s idea that print media played a crucial role in the emergence of a shared national consciousness. By following Anderson’s line of thinking, such scholars show how media other than print enable and constrain current Indonesian imaginings of self and community. They also show how such imaginings can have important political consequences.

If anthropological studies of technology have often emphasized the role technologies play in mediating political communities and imaginaries, a quite different body of scholarship has focused on the opposite question, namely, how Indonesian politics have mediated new technologies. I am thinking here of works by scholars in communication and media studies, like Krishna Sen and David Hill (1997 & 2000), and Philip Kitley (2000). Their works show how specific institutions and policies—especially at the national level—affect what kinds of political discourse are permitted, prohibited, encouraged or discouraged by various media. They show, for example, how the particular institutional history of the Internet in the Indonesian context caused it to become a medium characterized by relatively free political discourse, compared to the more tightly controlled media of television and print.


While these approaches focus on quite different kinds of questions, they share an assumption that it is possible to distinguish media from politics and to study the ways in which the one affects, or shapes, the other. What I am proposing here is to look at things a bit differently. Rather than looking at how media technologies introduce something new into an existing regime of politics, or conversely, at how politics introduces something new into an existing or emerging regime of media technology, I will examine media and politics as being inextricably and necessarily linked. Just as Foucault (1980) argued that knowledge cannot be separated from power, so will I argue that media technologies cannot be separated from politics. It is not merely that technological artifacts “have politics,” as Langdon Winner (1980) has described it, but that practices involving technological media can be inherently political. What I am talking about here is what could be called “techno-politics”.

Techno-Politics

In his book Rule of Experts (2002:42-43)), Timothy Mitchell describes techno-politics as follows:

Techno-politics is always a technical body, an alloy that must emerge from a process of manufacture whose ingredients are both human and nonhuman, both intentional and not, and in which the intentional or human is always somewhat overrun by the unintended. But it is a particular form of manufacturing, a certain way of organizing the amalgam of the human and nonhuman, things and ideas, so that the human, the intellectual, the realm of intentions and ideas seems to come first and to control and organize the nonhuman. 

In other words, techno-politics as understood by Mitchell, is a peculiarly modern phenomenon that is closely tied to the emergence of the modern state. It is a form of politics involving a manner of thinking one might normally associate with engineering: the creation of idealized plans and blueprints that will later be applied as means to transform and control the messy and complicated world of things ‘out there’. In its broadest sense, techno-politics in Mitchell’s sense can thus be understood to describe a kind of politics specific to what Heidegger (1977) referred to as “the age of the world picture”. In this age—the modern age—people come to see the world as something graspable in its totality, as if at a distance, and a class of experts emerges that seeks to manipulate and control it.

Another way that scholars use the term techno-politics—particularly in recent media studies—is quite different from that proposed by Mitchell. Rather than use it to refer to the form of politics that characterizes the developmental planning regimes of modern states, they use it to refer to a form of politics that seeks to democratize technologies, especially media technologies (e.g. Kellner 1999). Such a politics takes for granted that artifacts “have politics” and proceeds to express its politics through activities that transform artifacts. While sometimes this kind of techno-politics involves attempts to change government policies or leadership, this is done primarily for the end goal of changing regulations governing the production and use of technologies. Common examples of such techno-politics are guerilla television, indymedia, and the open source movement. All of these seek to take the tools of mediation out of the control of hegemonic actors like corporations and states and to make them freely available to people everywhere. They do this not by planning, making blueprints, and developing systems of control, but by using technologies at hand in a form of bricolage and by getting people interested in handling the innards of technological artifacts on their own. Their aims are to prevent the emergence of monopolies and to fragment and decentralize command and control functions.

At issue here is not so much two different definitions of techno-politics but two opposing forms that techno-politics take. One seeks to use technology and technological expertise as the means to control and manage populations and the environment, to determine what kinds of communication and which channels of communication are proper and acceptable, and which ones are not. This kind of techno-politics is set against another that has sought—in an almost anarchist manner—to continually undermine claims to unified authority and expertise and to open up underground lines of communication among the masses of non-experts.

What is important to recognize about both these forms of techno-politics is that they are not necessarily ‘political’ in any traditional sense. The have nothing necessarily to do with formal political structures or ideologies as conventionally understood. At their core they are a form of politics that is intrinsic to technological artifacts; they operate first and foremost at the level of media not messages. Insofar as they are associated with particular ideologies and formal political structures, it is always a retrospective association, a form of legitimation they can derive from a society that understands politics in only a very narrow way. 

Techno-politics in Indonesia

While studying the mutual shaping of media and politics in Indonesia is clearly an important task, it is also important to study the history of techno-political struggles.
 Technopolitics in Indonesia is an extremely complex domain with constantly shifting battlefronts. Just in the field of new communications media, there are the battles between the proponents of intellectual property rights and the software pirates, battles between proprietary software companies like Microsoft and the open source community, battles between the government regulators of radio frequencies and the community of warnets and others that want free access to certain frequencies, battles between government-sanctioned Voice Over Internet Protocol providers and pirate providers, and so forth. In these battles certain figures have emerged as leaders—or at least provocateurs—of the growing community of techno-political activists. 

One of the most interesting figures in this regard is Onno Purbo, the one-time ITB professor who now describes himself as a “jobless tech rebel” and an “ordinary member of the people” (Purbo 2005). Purbo made his name while at ITB where he was one of the founders of a group called CNRG—Computer Network Research Group, which was instrumental in getting people interested in building local computer networks and linking them up to the global Internet, and in giving them the technical know-how to do so. Purbo’s idea is simple. He thinks that everyone in Indonesia should have access to the Internet and that this will only happen is if people are given the know-how to build and manage their own networks. He has seen top-down efforts to build complex networks fail again and again, and he believes the only way to deliver affordable communications to the Indonesian people is with a bottom-up approach. Over the years, through road shows, mailing lists, books, and use of the mass media, he has built up a powerful cadre of fellow-believers. (There are also many hangers-on and pretenders, who seek to harness the power that Purbo and his friends represent, and to use it for personal profit or gain).

To understand media and politics in Indonesia it is necessary to understand the politics of people like Purbo. It is a rather bizarre form of politics for it is a politics without content. When Purbo gave a talk in Canada recently someone from the audience asked him whether he was ever concerned about whether people would actually reap any tangible benefits from being hooked up to the Internet. She obviously had in mind the usual questions about the Internet and its effects on society: Would the Internet help democratize society? Would it empower the disenfranchised? Would it provide a way for the poor to secure a better livelihood? While these are obviously questions Purbo has considered, it is not something that interests him very much. His goal is not to make people use the Internet for certain things but simply to make sure that everyone is connected. As he put it to the group of Canadians who came to see his talk, his goal is to have more Indonesians online within the next decade or so than there are people in all of Canada. Now that, he said with clear relish, would be “dangerous.”
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� This is what Rudolf Mrâzek  (2002) was involved in doing when he studied the call of early nationalists to all become ‘radio mechanics’. Interestingly, what Mrâzek found was that even nationalism was—in a certain sense—an add-on to radio mechanic activism; that radio mechanic activism came first and that it only found expression as ‘nationalism’ later.
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