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ABSTRACT
While democratization is regularly associated with elite renewal,
established elites often succeed in maintaining their dominance
after the fall of the authoritarian regime that fostered them. This
constitutes a relatively understudied challenge facing
democratization processes: when and how do democratic reforms
succeed in fostering the emergence of new elites? This paper
addresses this question through a study of village head elections
in three rural districts around Yogyakarta, Indonesia. Comparing
older studies of village head elections with ten in-depth studies
of recent village head elections as well as assessments of the
backgrounds of eighty village heads (kepala desa), this paper
shows that a remarkable change has taken place. Whereas up to
ten years ago many villages were still ruled by leaders from
established families with a quasi-hereditary grip on power, in
recent years such leaders are rapidly being replaced by village
heads with more modest family backgrounds and a different style
of leadership. This important change has resulted from a
combination of democratic reforms, the diversification of rural
economies, and the particularly competitive character of village
head elections. Elite renewal is possible when open and
information-dense elections coincide with a process of economic
diversification undercutting the economic dominance of
established elites.
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Introduction

A common expectation and hope driving democratization processes is that the advent of
free elections leads to the emergence of new leaders. As previously dominant individuals
or families lose their privileged access to state resources, business opportunities, or the
coercive power of the state, democratization forces local elites to find new ways to main-
tain their dominance. At the same time, outsiders who benefit from a more open public
sphere and freer elections may emerge. Indeed, such an elite transformation is often con-
sidered essential for democratization processes to succeed.1

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
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Yet despite this association of democratization with elite renewal, observations from
many new third wave democracies suggest that established elites often succeed in cling-
ing to power during democratization processes. In countries ranging from Pakistan and
Brazil to the Philippines and Indonesia, observers regularly use the term “traditional poli-
ticians” to describe political elites who, after having emerged during authoritarian
regimes, succeed in using their wealth, social status, and control over resources to main-
tain political power after the advent of competitive elections.2 This persistent dominance
constitutes, in comparison to a more commonplace focus on elections and institutional
development, a relatively understudied challenge to democratization processes. When
and how do democratic reforms succeed in weakening the privileges of established pol-
itical leaders and fostering the emergence of new ones?

This paper addresses this question through a study of village head elections in three
rural districts in the Special Region of Yogyakarta (Daerah Istimewa (D.I.) Yogyakarta),
Indonesia. When Indonesia democratized in 1998, village life was marked by relatively
strong social hierarchies. Studies from the late 1960s to the early 1990s describe how
village head elections often resulted in victories of individuals from high-status aristo-
cratic or otherwise well-off families.3 Since that period Indonesia’s villages have experi-
enced considerable political and administrative reforms. Supra-local authorities can no
longer meddle in the selection of candidates for village head elections, while the insti-
tution of village councils has strengthened the accountability of village heads. Further-
more, a 2014 law has given village administrators greater responsibilities, increased
their budgets, and provided measures to boost public participation such as instituting
all-village assemblies and deepening the accountability of elected leaders to village coun-
cils.4 In this paper we use the term “democratic reforms” as shorthand to refer to these
three key changes – the end of authoritarian meddling in elections, the institution of
village councils, and the facilitation of popular participation.

We analyze whether and to what extent these democratic reforms have changed the
character of village leadership and undermined the dominance of established elite
families in village politics. To this end we compare the findings of pre-1998 studies on
village head elections in the Special Region of Yogyakarta and the province of Central
Java with our own studies of village head elections in Bantul, Gunung Kidul, and
Kulon Progo, three rural districts in the Special Region of Yogyakarta. Most studies on
village-level politics rely on fieldwork in just one or two villages, thus limiting general-
izability. We have addressed this challenge by adopting a broader, collaborative research
design, combining two sets of material. First, we analyze the election results of eighty
village head elections held in 2017 and 2018. Using focus group discussions with local
informants, we trace the family backgrounds of the winning candidates in each of
these. Second, twenty researchers from Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM) studied the
campaigns and the outcomes of ten village head elections during one month of continu-
ous fieldwork that spanned October and November of 2018. This fieldwork was then

2See Constable 2001; Hagopian 1996; Buehler and Nataatmadja 2020; Hadiz 2010.
3Schulte Nordholt 1982; Maurer 1994, 98; Latief 2000.
4This law stipulates that villages receive on average around one billion rupiah (US$74,000 per year from the central
government.

CRITICAL ASIAN STUDIES 127



written up into ten detailed reports, some of which have been published separately.5 We
draw on and synthesize the reports of all these studied villages.

Our focus on the Special Region of Yogyakarta comes with drawbacks. With 3.8
million inhabitants, this area is densely populated and includes a large urban center
(the city of Yogyakarta, population approximately 404,000), which is about a two to
three-hour drive from most of the villages we studied. The region has, in comparative
terms, a relatively diversified economy allowing many villagers to earn non-agricultural
incomes. Furthermore, the status and position of aristocratic elite families in this region
(and, consequently, in village politics) is relatively strong compared to other provinces.6

The advantage, however, of focusing on the region around Yogyakarta is that village poli-
tics in this area and the surrounding province of Central Java have been studied quite
intensely since the 1970s, thus enabling us to trace changes with some precision and
reliability.

We find that a remarkable change has indeed taken place, and that this change is rela-
tively recent. Whereas even ten years ago many villages were still governed by established
families that had a quasi-hereditary grip on power, in recent years these leaders are
rapidly being replaced by people that hail from families with more modest backgrounds
and who adopt a different style of leadership. Drawing on perspectives from the literature
on subnational authoritarianism, we argue that the diversification of local economies
and, consequently, the declining importance of land for local livelihoods has paved the
way for this leadership change, while the recent nature of this elite transformation
suggests that democratic reforms also have played an important role in facilitating a
more critical evaluation of village leaders by their constituents. In our final section we
delve into the specific character of village head elections, and argue that their open, infor-
mation-rich character makes these elections more conducive to elite transformation
when compared to regional elections.

Democratization, elite renewal and economic diversification

A common assumption is that democratic reforms enable and stimulate voters to select
better leaders. The promotion of public participation and transparency in the context of
freer and fairer elections will, the argument goes, undermine the dominance of estab-
lished political families or clans, because the greater transparency and accountability
afforded by such reforms enable voters to reward effective governance and make
public administration more meritocratic.

Yet the experiences of democratization processes have been quite different. In
countries like Pakistan, Brazil, the Philippines, and Indonesia, established elites often
have managed to cling to power long after the authoritarian regimes that fostered
them have ended. Observers of Indonesian politics – particularly those who focus on
regional or national elections – have in recent years been rather sanguine about the
capacity of Indonesia’s democratization process to bring about a meaningful change in
the character of elected leaders. While some scholars have highlighted the rise of a

5These studies can be found in a special issue on post-clientelistic elections published by the journal Power, Conflict and
Democracy in 2019. For further information see: https://jurnal.ugm.ac.id/pcd/issue/view/4015.

6Kammen 2018, 318.
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new type of reformist leader,7 other scholars have been notably downbeat, noting that
“many of the old faces continue to dominate politics” as wealth and personal connections
continue to be major determinants of political success.8 Moreover, various regional pol-
itical dynasties can be identified.9

The available studies on Indonesia’s village politics have so far yielded contrasting
assessments. Some observers have suggested that democratic reforms “constitute
nothing less than a quiet revolution in the countryside”10 while others have noted that
village leaders have become more responsive and diverse as villagers have become
more assertive vis-à-vis authorities.11 A recent study of two village head elections in
the Yogyakarta region noted that while rampant vote buying continues to favor
wealthy candidates, the openness of and competitive basis of elections is generating
more heterogeneous village leaders.12 Yet other observers have voiced considerable dis-
appointment, finding that new institutions “do not replace old actors”13 as “power
relations at the village seem to be unaffected.”14 Some scholars also have observed that
the participation of ordinary villagers in decision-making remains limited.15

Such observations have raised critical questions about the principal-agent approach
underlying democratic reforms: apparently the democratic empowerment of voters
(the “principals”) often fails to curtail the dominance of established elites (the
“agents”). In response, one set of scholars has related this resilience of old elites to the
pervasiveness of clientelistic practices such as vote buying. Elite transformation, in this
view, is prevented by the greater capacity of established elites to distribute money and
patronage to maintain popular support.16 As voters can hardly avoid such exchanges
of favors when they depend on these elites for access to important (state) benefits, a
growing body of literature proposes that weak democratic accountability constitutes a
collective action problem rather than a problem of weak principals.17

A related explanation links the long-term dominance of political families or cliques to
local economies. An emerging literature on subnational authoritarianism argues that the
concentration of control over economic activities, whether in the form of land ownership
or the state-dependent nature of local economies, is an important obstacle to elite
renewal.18 In the context of such concentrated-control economies voting behavior is con-
strained by economic dependencies.19 In such contexts the limited economic autonomy
of voters facilitates intimidation and vote manipulation as, for example, tenants might be
reluctant to vote against their landowners.20 This tendency is further aggravated by the
disproportional financial power of established elites, which gives them considerable elec-
toral advantages. The upshot from this perspective is that democratic reforms are more

7Particularly in Java’s large cities. See Choi and Fukuoka 2015.
8Hadiz and Robison 2013, 35. See also Hadiz 2010; Aspinall and Berenschot 2019.
9See Buehler 2013; Kenawas 2015.
10Antlöv 2003, 200.
11Sambodho 2019; Bebbington et al. 2006.
12Aspinall and Rohman 2017.
13Ito 2017, 52.
14Ito 2011, 428.
15See also Lucas 2016.
16Hadiz 2010; Mohmand 2019.
17Booth and Cammack 2013.
18See Gibson 2005; Sidel 2014.
19Berenschot 2018.
20McMann (2006) emphasizes the importance of economic autonomy.
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likely to generate elite renewal in the context of more diversified economies with more
dispersed patterns of economic control.

This debate has led us to study the impact of democratic reforms in relation to both
the clientelistic nature of election campaigns as well as the impact of the diversification of
rural economies. We focus not only on the family backgrounds and economic status of
candidates but also on whether and how this background strengthens or weakens their
campaign strategies. Second, we assess the extent to which elite transformation can be
attributed to democratic reforms or whether it is primarily a product of economic diver-
sification and the dispersal of economic power. To assess and compare the relative impact
of democratic reforms vis-à-vis economic changes, we pay particular attention to the
timing of the transformation of village leadership. As economic diversification in rural
Yogyakarta was already well underway in the 1980s while democratic reforms were
implemented only over the last twenty years, the timing of processes of elite transform-
ation provides an indication of the relative importance of economic and political
transformations.

Village governance and Indonesia’s democratization process

Village head elections are an old institution, institutionalized by Sir Stamford Raffles
during the British interregnum (1811–1816) and subsequently supported by Dutch colo-
nial authorities as a means to strengthen their control over rural areas of the East
Indies.21 The Dutch colonial rulers turned village heads and their five to twenty subor-
dinate village officials into local agents of the colonial state.22 The village heads were
expected to maintain order, organize the collection of taxes, and help implement a com-
pulsory labor regime (cultuurstelsel / cultivation system) that forced Javanese villagers to
produce cash crops for export.23 In return, the colonial state enabled village heads to
ward off internal challenges, thereby weakening local accountability mechanisms and
often turning these heads into local despots. Writing about village heads in the Priangan
area of West Java, Jan Breman has noted that, “subordination [of villagers] to colonial
domination was mediated through the authority of local chiefs. Acknowledging the
latter’s power and prestige had proved an effective and cheap means of forcing the pea-
sants to deliver the main trade crop.”24

Under President Suharto, the New Order regime (1966–1998) adopted a comparable
approach. A 1979 law on village governance homogenized the hitherto diverse character
of village leaders, defining them all as village heads and transforming them into “state
clients.”25 New Order authorities relied on village heads not only to implement govern-
ment programs and maintain order but also to drum up support during elections. Village
heads were rewarded handsomely for their loyalty. Support from the state served to sup-
press local opposition and boost their status. They also profited handsomely from village
lands (tanah bengkok) allotted to them as remuneration, as well as from other forms of

21Hüsken 1994, 120; Breman 1982.
22These officials included a village secretary (carik) and department heads (kepala bagian), who were collectively referred
to as pamong desa.

23Hüsken and White 1989, 307.
24Breman 2015, 267. According to Jan Furnivall, “instead of standing on their own feet, [the village heads] were hanging
on to the Dutch Government.” See Furnivall 1967, 140.

25Antlöv 1995, 195.
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state patronage such as commissions on government projects and easy access to credit.26

An important effect of this history of almost two centuries of state patronage in Java
was the development of a stratified village society. A class of village elites emerged that
controlled the largest portions of land and key administrative positions such as village
head, clerk, and treasurer. These new elites acquired all the cultural trappings of a
superior social class and often considered themselves a part of the Javanese nobility
(priyayi).27 Due to this close relation between social stratification and village leadership,
the position of village head became quasi-hereditary during the New Order. Unless they
blatantly misbehaved, village heads could remain in office for decades. Moreover, the
sons or other relatives of village heads often managed to win the subsequent elections
for a new village head.

This lack of downward accountability was a focus of various village governance reforms
that were adopted after the fall of Suharto in 1998. With the end of the NewOrder outside
intervention in the selection of candidates for village head ended. Village heads were no
longer directly supervised by the district government, as new legislation in 1999 instituted
an elected (later appointed) Village Representative Board (Badan Permusyawaratan Desa,
BPD) to hold village heads accountable for their actions.28 Subsequent laws and regu-
lations on regional governance in 2004 and village governance in 2005 gave village admin-
istrators more responsibilities and reduced the terms of village heads from eight to six
years. In addition, new local development programs provided villages with growing
budgets to improve village amenities. Law no. 6/2014 further extended this reform
process, providing village authorities with a considerable yearly budget, instituting
village assemblies for discussing major decisions, and strengthening the capacity of
village councils to oversee annual budgets.29 These reforms took place within a broader
democratization and decentralization process that have led to competitive elections for
president (beginning in 2002) and regional government heads (beginning in 2004).

The verdict is still out on the impact of these reforms on village governance and the
functioning of village heads. Sceptics argue that village governance continues to be elite-
dominated, characterized by limited public participation and, sometimes, elite capture as
their control over increased budgets have made village heads very powerful.30 Others
have argued that positive changes are gradually becoming noticeable and current
village heads are more responsive to the wishes and requests of their constituents.31 A
longitudinal study of village governance in Jambi, Central Java, and East Nusa Tenggara
in 1996, 2001, and 2012 likewise concluded that associational life has strengthened and
the village apparatus has become more responsive to citizens.32

Village head elections in New Order Indonesia

What do we know about the character and outcomes of village head elections before these
reforms? The available studies suggest that village head elections during the New Order

26Maurer 1994; Antlöv 1995, 55–56; Hüsken and White 1989.
27Koentjaraningrat 2007a, 276.
28See Antlöv 2003; Antlöv, Wetterberg, and Dharmawan 2016.
29See footnote 4.
30See Ito 2011, 2017 and Lucas 2016.
31Sambodho 2019.
32Antlöv, Wetterberg, and Dharmawan 2016, 11.
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period were an elite – and family-dominated affair. For example, after surveying thirteen
villages across Indonesia, Koentjaraningrat concluded that “[p]atterns of social stratifica-
tion in Indonesia are closely related to systems of village administration” as “membership
in a village elite … are still an important determining factor for candidacy as village
head.”33 Jean-Luc Maurer found in his survey of ten Javanese villages that “one is
often confronted by quasi-hereditary positions in the village bureaucracy and the emer-
gence of real ‘dynasties’ of pamong desa at the local level.”34 Writing in 1979, Frans
Hüsken observed in Gondasari in Central Java that “large land owners have occupied
all the important positions (such as village heads and members of the village adminis-
tration) since the end of last century.”35 Writing in the same year, Soepomo noted
that the eldest sons of village heads often replaced their fathers.36 A remarkable study
conducted in 1972 provides us with a precise indication of how common this practice
was. Based on a survey of 389 village heads in three provinces, Theodore Smith found
that that 36.7 percent of surveyed village heads in Central Java and 36.9 percent in
South Sulawesi were sons of the previous village heads, compared to 9.7 percent in
West Sumatra.37

Village elites generally succeeded in winning these elections partly because candidates
needed to be approved by district-level state officials, which made it possible to exclude
candidates who came from outside the circle of prominent local families. Village elites
were also helped by their superior status, prestige, and personal wealth. Their landhold-
ings generated patron-client relationships with a large group of dependent tenant
farmers, who could easily be cowed and intimidated. And when this was not enough,
these elites’ greater financial resources facilitated vote buying.38 As a result, available
studies generally describe village head elections during the New Order in terms of the
dominance of particular families. Nico Schulte Nordholt, for example, who studies six
village head elections in Central Java, argued that “family-connections with a previous
village head can be an enormously positive factor” [in shaping the outcome of elections],
partly because of important advantages in terms of education and wealth.39 Prijono and
Tjiptoherijanto, as well as Nico Kana, also observed that in Java and DIY Yogyakarta
family members of former village heads tend to win elections.40 Similarly, Douglas
Kammen concluded that “it is common for family dynasties to control the position of
village head for years.”41

Governing at the village level in New Order Indonesia was aloof, with limited down-
ward accountability.42 Village councils (Lembaga Musyawarah Desa) had very limited
powers, participation by villagers in affairs was uncommon, and direct criticism of the
village head was often frowned upon. While village heads thus had little incentive to

33Koentjaraningrat 2007b, 400 and 402.
34Maurer 1994, 98.
35Hüsken 1979, 149.
36Soepomo 1979, 75.
37Smith 1973, 19.
38See Latief 2000.
39Schulte Nordholt 1982, 121.
40Prijono and Tjiptoherijanto 1983, 41; Kana 2000.
41Kammen 2018, 319. A contrary finding comes from Frans Hüsken (1994), who noted that in elections in nine villages in
Pati, traditional elite families hardly participated as they had started to engage in economic activities outside the
village. See Hüsken 1994, 132.

42See Antlöv 1995; Antlov and Cederroth 1996.

132 W. BERENSCHOT ET AL.



respond to demands from their constituents, their positions and perks depended on cul-
tivating good relations with supra-local state officials. Village heads were thus encour-
aged to act as a representative of the state rather than as a representative of local
interests. This led to a hierarchical relationship with villagers and a distant style of gov-
erning, which Hans Antlöv has described as a style of “gentle hints.”43

In short, available studies are fairly unanimous in concluding that during the New
Order, a narrow circle of elite families used their status and economic power to dominate
village head elections. While bearing in mind that most of these studies were conducted
in neighboring Central Java and not in the Special Region of Yogyakarta, these studies do
provide us with a baseline against which to compare our own findings in answer to our
guiding question: has Indonesia’s democratization process and accompanying village
governance reforms changed the semi-hereditary nature of the position of village head?

Family backgrounds of elected village heads in 2018

To answer this question, we studied the family backgrounds of eighty village heads who
had been elected in three districts around the city of Yogyakarta – Kulon Progo, Gunung
Kidul, and Bantul. Using input from village technical assistants (pendamping desa) and
villagers, we analyzed whether village heads elected in 2018 hailed from families of pre-
vious village heads.44

Our results throw up an intriguing pattern (Table 1). Overall, we found that almost
two-thirds of these elected village heads come from new families. Just thirty-one of
these eighty village heads (thirty-nine percent) are related by kin to previous village
heads. Of these, seventeen (twenty-one percent) are sons of the previous village head.
Particularly intriguing is the regional variation that we encountered, as new family can-
didates are much less common in Bantul, where village heads are much more likely to be
sons of the previous one (thirty-three percent).

These findings contrast quite strongly with the conclusions of previous studies. For
example, Theodore Smith’s 1973 survey showed that 36.7 percent of village heads in
1972 were the sons of previous heads. This contrast is all the more striking given the
fact within DIY Yogyakarta the social position of aristocratic elite families tends to be
stronger than in Central Java. In other words, our data suggest that a process of elite
renewal is indeed underway.

We found a similar pattern in the ten village head elections we studied in more detail.
Table 2 summarizes the outcome of these elections. In only one of these villages did an
old family candidate win election in 2018. In three villages (Balehardjo, Srihardono, and
Dlingo) there have been no old family contestants since at least 2012.

Yet this process of elite renewal is fairly recent and ongoing. In seven of these villages,
old family candidates are still competing and in five of these, a new family candidate won
election only in 2010 or 2012 (Temon Kulon, Brosot, Monggol and Panggungharjo) or in
2018 (Ngestiharjo). A particularly striking illustration of this process of elite renewal is

43When describing the attitudes of village leaders, Antlöv paraphrases a village head in West Java as follows: “[village
heads] are fathers (bapak) to their children (anak buah) … ordinary people, the anak buah, respond with respect
and obedience … the authority of the bapak is not to be challenged.” See Antlöv 1995, 98–99.

44We interviewed ten village technical assistants about the backgrounds of village heads in their areas. In villages where
these assistants did not know the village head, we interviewed villagers.
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that during the studied elections, candidates’ family backgrounds were a prominent
feature of discussions, and a candidate’s elite background was often used by opponents
to taint him or her. For example, in Monggol in 2012, bus driver and last-minute surprise
candidate Lasiyo managed to beat an old-family candidate named Suprabowo partly
because his fellow villagers were fed up with the arrogance and aloofness that they associ-
ated with Suprabowo’s elite family background. In Mulusan, the incumbent village head
Supodo similarly regularly tainted his old family challenger by referring to him as miyai
(a member of the nobility), implying that he was unapproachable and out of touch with
local concerns. In an interview with us, Supodo also associated his opponent with
intellectualism:

Table 1. Backgrounds of village heads elected in 2018.
Old family elected village heads (i.e.
with some family relation to previous

village administrators)

New family village
heads (i.e. without
such family ties)

Sons of
previous

village heads

Village heads with
academic education

(at least S1)

Kulon Progo 6 14 3 4
Gunung
Kidul

9 21 4 6

Bantul 16 14 10 13
Total (% of
total = 80)

31 (39%) 49 (61%) 17 (21%) 23 (29%)

Table 2. Outcomes of ten village head elections, 2018.

District
Village
elections Backgrounds of contestants Elite renewal?

Incumbent
wins/loses?

Kulon
Progo

Temon Kulon Incumbent Ari Sasongko (livestock trader) in 2012
defeats the wife of an old family and ex-village
head.

Yes, in 2012 Wins

Banjarharjo Susanto – incumbent and small-time businessman
from family of village heads – defeats two school
teachers.

No Wins

Brosot Sand business entrepreneur Yuli beats four non-
old family candidates. In 2010 she defeated a
candidate from a family that had provided six
previous village heads.

Yes, in 2010 Wins

Gunung
Kidul

Monggol Lasiyo, Angkot driver of modest means, defeats ex-
village head Suprabowo in both 2012 and 2018,
whose father also had been village head.

Yes, in 2012 Wins

Baleharjo Business person and incumbent Agus Setiawan
(incumbent) defeats Agus Sulistyo (penantang);
both are rich businessmen.

No old family
contestants

Wins

Dlingo Agus Purnomo, a small-time entrepreneur, defeats
farmer Kastoyo.

No old family
contestants

No incumbent

Mulusan Incumbent Supodo (a small-time trader and
contractor) beats Suryanto, an ex-village head
from a family of village heads.

Yes Wins

Bantul Srihardono Awaluddin, a security guard at a bank, defeats four
other candidates, including the incumbent and
a small-time market trader, Ikhsanto.

No old family
contestants

Loses

Panggungharjo Incumbent pharmacist Wahyudi easily wins as no
other serious candidate runs. In 2012 Wahyudi
beat landlord and long-term, old-family village
head Samidjo.

Yes, in 2012 Wins

Ngestiharjo Fathoni, a small-time sales agent, defeats
incumbent Ibu Oni, wife of a former village head
and local economic elite, Purwono, whose father
was also village head.

Yes Loses
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Ignoring the commoners is a big mistake. In terms of the vote, they are in big numbers in
comparison to small numbers of intellectuals. The commoners are rice while the intellec-
tuals are rice hull.

The dislike of priyayi behavior that we encountered during our fieldwork contrasts quite
starkly with studies from the New Order period, when provenance from a high-status
family was often described as an asset. In this light it is also relevant to note that the
only old family candidate to win an election in our studied villages (in Banjarharjo)
was hailed for his very progressive and humble, service-oriented attitude.

A third aspect of these village head elections is the high success rate of incumbents. In
our sample of ten villages, only two incumbent candidates lost. Although incumbents
have considerable electoral advantages (with reelection rates comparable to those of
incumbent district heads and governors), this advantage no longer seems to benefit
old family candidates.45

In short, both our broad survey of election results as well as our in-depth analysis of
ten villages demonstrates that the character of village leadership in Central Java is chan-
ging. How to explain this gradual political demise of old village elite families? In the next
sections we explore economic and political explanations.

Village democratization and the declining importance of land

A first key explanation concerns the striking diversification of the rural economy in the
Special Region of Yogyakarta. This diversification is noticeable in the background of
village head candidates (Table 2). These candidates have a remarkably varied range of
professions. They include pharmacists, contractors, traders, bus drivers, sales agents, tea-
chers, and real estate entrepreneurs. There was only one full-time farmer and one big
landowner. This variety illustrates a broader trend: over the last thirty years, people
living around Yogyakarta have increasingly acquired non-farm sources of income as
farm land has been converted to residential areas (Table 3). In 1983, fifty percent of
the inhabitants of Bantul, fifty-six percent of those of Kulon Progo, and eighty-nine
percent of those of Gunung Kidul depended on agriculture as their main source of
income; by 2017, these figures had decreased to fourteen, thirty-two, and forty-seven
percent, respectively. It is noticeable however that Bantul has the highest number of
old-family candidates and is least dependent on agriculture. Yet generally speaking,
this data demonstrates that proximity to Yogyakarta city and its booming urban
economy has provided villagers with a widened range of livelihoods, something which
other scholars also have observed.46

This diversification has undercut the dominance of elite families by reducing the
importance of land ownership in sustaining local hierarchies. When agriculture is the
main source of income, patterns of land ownership are the main determinant of social
class, not only because land ownership shapes income levels but because it generates
dependencies between land owners and tenants. Dominance by village elites is closely
connected to ownership of the largest tracts of land – something which in the past

45See Aspinall and Berenschot 2019, 192.
46Nooteboom 2019.
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was reinforced by elite control over village governance, as this facilitated the acquisition
of more land.47

As landless villagers in these three districts can now find work as factory workers,
angkot drivers, or market vendors, they no longer have to depend on land owners to
gain access to agricultural land. Nor are landless villagers necessarily much poorer com-
pared to land-owning families. In fact, as more and more villagers avail themselves of
varied sources of income, old land-owning elite families are no longer necessarily the
richest families in villages. As Yuniardi, a villager from Monggol, observed:

Before, the priyayi had more land, they belonged to a different class, and many people were
indebted to them. They could easily buy cigarettes while common people could not afford to
smoke. Now there is not much difference anymore. The pamong desa [village officers] do
not earn that much. People in business earn much more.

The declining economic dominance of village elites matters for the outcome of village
head elections in at least two ways. First, land-owning elites can no longer make use
of economic dependencies to influence the voting behavior of villagers. Previously,
large landowners could force their tenants to support their candidates for village head,
either because such a relationship entailed a sense of obligation or, more forcefully,
because landowners could threaten to end their tenants’ access to farmland. In fact, we
still encountered such practices during our fieldwork. In Ngestiharjo, the incumbent
old family candidate threatened inhabitants of an apartment building standing on
village land that their leases would not be renewed. In Monggol, old family candidate
and land owner Suprabowo threatened to stop leasing land to a group of his tenants if
they voted for his opponent, Lasiyo. In both cases these threats appear to have been
counter-productive.

Another effect of the declining economic dominance of old village elites concerns
campaign financing. Village head elections are expensive. Money is needed to support
the campaign team, to pay for snacks and drinks, and, quite often, to buy votes. In the
village elections we studied, winning candidates spent, according to estimates by our
informants, between 100 and 300 million rupiah (US$7,500 and $22,500). Previously
these campaign costs gave members of established families an advantage, because they
were the only ones who could afford such expenditures. This is no longer the case. In
fact, economic diversification seems to have generated a new type of economic elite, vil-
lagers whose wealth is derived from non-agricultural activities such as construction and
real estate and who are just as rich, or richer, than members of landed old families.

Table 3. People employed in agriculture as a percentage of the total workforce in three sample
districts, 1982–2017.
Village 1982/1983 1996 2007 2012 2017

Kulon Progo 55.59 61.05 47.10 44.18 31.67
Bantul 50.45 35.20 35.52 36.25 14.36
Gunung Kidul 89.11 74.20 65.86 50,25 46.59

Sources: Bantul: Bantul dalam Angka, 1983; Statistik Kesejahteraan Rakyat DIY, 1996; Bantul Dalam Angka, 2007–2017.
Kulon Progo: Kulon Progo dalam Angka, 1983; Statistik Kesejahteraan Rakyat DIY, 1996; Indikator Kesejahteraan
Rakyat Kulonprogo, 2007–2017. Gunung Kidul: Buku Statistik Kesejahteraan Rakyat DIY, 1996; Gunung Kidul dalam
Angka, 1983, 2007–2017.

47Koentjaraningrat 2007b; Hüsken 1979.
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During the New Order era, old family candidates could often out-compete other can-
didates in vote buying because their competitors lacked financial resources. Economic
diversification also has dispelled this advantage. Sometimes new economic elites run as
candidates themselves (such as Agus Setiawan in Baleharjo) while in other situations
they are financial backers of new family candidates. In Ngestiharjo, for example, the
fall of incumbent and old family village head Ibu Oni was at least partly a result of a
local real estate agent, Como, switching loyalties and backing her opponent, Fathoni.
Similarly, in Mulusan, Supodo’s electoral victory over an old family candidate was
partly due to the financial support from Jarto, a rich contractor and supplier who
expected to receive lucrative contracts from the village and sub-district governments
in return for his campaign support.

These two examples also suggest that these new types of village elites are not necess-
arily less predatory. Both in Ngestiharjo and Mulusan the winning candidate and his
financial backer seem to have engaged in an exchange of favors, as support during the
campaign was expected to translate into privileged access to government contracts.
While the benefits gained are different than in the past – as they do not revolve
around controlling land but rather the distribution of state resources – such interdepen-
dencies might well lead to the emergence of another class of village elites, one whose
dominance is based on access to government resources.

In short, we find that economic diversification has reduced the capacity of old family
elites to sway village head elections because both their sticks and their carrots have lost
their effectiveness.

Has democratization fostered elite renewal?

Yet such an economic explanation cannot fully account for the timing of the process of
elite renewal, as the process of economic diversification was already underway in the
1990s (see Table 3). Our discussion above suggests that the transformation of village
elites is a fairly recent and ongoing process. In most villages we examined, old family can-
didates still participate in local elections, and in five of the ten villages we closely studied
the first victory of a new family candidate occurred in or after 2012. This suggests that
Indonesia’s democratization process – which started in 1998 and has deepened
through subsequent, above-mentioned reforms – also has played an important role.
Our studies of village head elections suggest that democratic reforms have made it
easier for candidates from new families to win elections, in at least two different ways.

First, democratic reforms have curtailed the structural advantages of old family elites.
During the New Order, supra-village authorities – particularly at the district government
level – often intervened in village politics in ways that benefited established families. The
district government vetted candidates for village heads, barring candidates that were not
deemed loyal to the regime while supporting its own preferred candidates. The district
government tended to support loyal village heads, overlooking or condoning intimida-
tion and harassment of villagers.48 Furthermore, as village heads played an important
role in facilitating access to state benefits such as welfare programs, farm credit, edu-
cation opportunities, and state jobs, incumbents could make access to these more

48See Latief 2000.
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difficult for unsupportive villagers. This meant that villagers who supported an outsider
candidate ran considerable risks of being excluded from state benefits if their candidate
lost. Indonesia’s democratization process has, to a certain extent, levelled the playing
field, as it has left village elite families without such outside support. Elections have
become freer and more competitive, as the vetting of candidates has stopped, outside
authorities no longer support certain candidates, and villagers no longer face risks if
they decide to support an outside, new family candidate. This ending of outside meddling
in elections has paved the way for elite renewal.

Second, and more tentatively, Indonesia’s democratization process seems to have fos-
tered a different discourse and style of governing. During our fieldwork we were struck
by how often both villagers and village heads spoke about village governance. Village
heads with whom we spoke were keen to present themselves as hard-working and
service-oriented. For example, in Mulusan (Gunung Kidul District) the village head,
Supodo, described his approach to his duties in this way:

A village head needs to be a normal person, one cannot be arrogant. And one needs a vision
and mission and achieve things on time. I hope to achieve eighty-five percent of my plan …
I want to get more tourism here. I am also trying to improve irrigation of the rice fields, we
made a water pump to get water here so that we can get more than one harvest per year.

Whilesuchself-presentationneedstobetakenwithagrainofsalt,Supodononethelessbelieves
that his popularity and legitimacy is closely bound up with his capacity to realize concrete
improvementsinvillagelife.Similarly,acommonrefraininhowvillageheadsdescribedthem-
selves was an emphasis on the importance of being “like normal people” and not being arro-
gant (sombong).This emphasisonbeing “of thepeople,” acommonfeatureofpolitics inpost-
authoritarian Indonesia, stands in strong contrast to an emphasis on status hierarchy and the
associateddeferenceof commoners to thearistocraticpriyayiclasswhichused tocharacterize
village politics in the region. Supodo described this change in this way:

It was decided [in our village] that it should be normal people [who become village head].
We all have the right. Nowadays there is no village around here that still has the old elite [as
a village head]. Their status is still the same, it is difficult to change the status, this is Javanese
culture. They are still treated with respect.

This reflects similar attitudes that Sambodho (2019) recently has found in rural West
Java, where, he notes, “rather than seeing themselves as the untouchable representatives
of the central state during the New Order, the village heads today perceive themselves
mainly as the representatives of the village community and their interests.”49 Our respon-
dents regularly engaged in a critical appraisal of their respective elected officials. A villa-
ger from Baleharjo described the ideal village head in this way:

Honest. He should be a honest leader. No corruption as the current village head. The current
village head was renting and selling village lands to the investors. [But] village lands are for
us, villagers and peasants, and not for the investors.

This emphasis on corruption is itself a product of the democratic process, as the strength-
ening of village councils as well as a more open public sphere have contributed to a
growing stream of media reports on the arrests of corrupt village heads across Indonesia.

49Sambodho 2019, 6.
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In the light of this emphasis by villagers on actual achievements, it bears pointing out
that the expansion of village budgets after the adoption of the new village law in 2014
contributed to the above-mentioned electoral success of incumbent village heads. This
massive expansion of funding – in many cases doubling budgets – has enabled active
village heads to implement projects that their predecessors could only dream about,
ranging from new roads and street lights to water pumps and irrigation systems. This
increased capacity to realize concrete improvements has helped new family village
heads such as Supodo to cruise to re-election victories.

Furthermore, the success of new candidates is also linked to a popular desire to stop
voting for candidates from establish families. For example, in Monggol – where angkot
driver Lasiyo beat an old family candidate in 2012 and again in 2018 – one respondent
said:

We are not living in the 1990s anymore but 2017. No point of having a leader coming from
an old elite family as he will not be working for us but for his inner circle and his family only.
I would like to see improvements in my village. Who doesn’t want that? My advice is let us
choose a village head from among ourselves, the villagers.

Similarly, a respondent in Ngestiharjo told us:

I do not favor someone from the current village head family to be the next village head.
Ngestiharjo should be led by its own people, not the elite. They have been ruling this
village for fifteen years just for themselves, and not for villagers. We are living in a
different era today.

In summary, deferential attitudes of ordinary villagers towards village heads and the
general respect towards elite families that characterized the New Order period are
giving way to a more equal and, from the perspective of village heads, more demanding
relationship, as the status and popularity of village heads is now more closely bound up
with their capacity to bring about concrete improvements. While it is difficult to disen-
tangle the causes of these changing attitudes, it is likely that the democratic reforms of
village governance with their emphasis on participation and accountability have contrib-
uted to these shifting expectations.

Elite renewal through information-dense elections

Such an argument about the impact of democratic reforms does throw up another puzzle:
why would such reforms help bring about elite renewal in Indonesia’s villages, while elite
renewal is generally not considered to be a prominent feature of Indonesia’s democrati-
zation process? On the contrary, scholars who study district, provincial, and national
politics in the country regularly emphasize the dominance of particular families and
the endurance of New Order elites.50 Our findings suggest that village head elections
are, compared to regional head and presidential elections, more likely to foster elite
renewal. This raises the question of why this might be.

Our fieldwork suggests that village head elections are more likely to foster elite renewal
because of their particular information-dense character. Compared to regional head or
parliamentary elections, voters are very well informed about the capabilities, personal

50Hadiz 2010; Buehler 2013.
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characters, and ideas of candidates. Due to the small scale of these elections, people not
only know both the strengths and the weaknesses of candidates well, they also are more
likely to be socially connected to a candidate. In such a context the popularity and lik-
ability of a candidate is a particularly import electoral asset which – in comparison to
bigger-scale elections – is more likely to offset other types of electoral assets such as
financial prowess or control over state resources. In such small-scale elections, well-
liked, sociable candidates have considerable advantages.

The impact of information-density is best illustrated by exploring two features of these
elections that are generally considered to hamper elite renewal: candidates’ reliance on
personal campaign teams (tim sukses) and the prevalence of vote buying. These two
characteristics of election campaigns are generally considered to contribute to the dom-
inance of long-standing (economic) elites but, as we shall see, the information-dense
nature of village head elections offsets these advantages.

A particular idiosyncrasy of Indonesia’s democracy is that the limited mobilization
capacity of national political parties forces candidates running for any kind of office to
build their own campaign organization.51 Building such an ad-hoc campaign network
is a time consuming and costly affair, as candidates have to cultivate wide-ranging net-
works and be willing to spend considerable amounts of money on various kinds of hand-
outs to build relationships with influential organizations and community leaders. In
elections for district heads and governors this challenge generally plays to the advantage
of established regional elites, since they can rely on their financial wealth and the strength
of their economic networks to build their tim sukses. The strength of the campaign organ-
izations of such district or provincial politicians is less dependent on their social skills or
the depth of their personal friendships. Indeed, these politicians usually are not person-
ally acquainted with their local tim suksesmembers, who are drawn into campaign organ-
izations through friendship ties and the prospect of material benefits.

The situation is different in village head elections. These take place in a context in
which the qualities and flaws of the candidates are well known to voters and close ties
exist between candidates and villagers. In such a context the decision to support a par-
ticular candidate is more likely to be influenced by personal relationships and well-
informed judgements of character while considerations about material incentives are
more likely to take a backseat. In such a context, well-liked, sociable candidates with a
big circle of close friends and/or close connections with local organizations (such as reli-
gious or youth groups) can organize bigger and more effective campaign teams.

These tim sukses are very important during village head elections. They help their can-
didates appeal to voters in various ways, from going door-to-door to talk with voters and
organizing local meet-the-candidate events, to implementing vote buying. Also impor-
tant in village head elections are the poskos (meeting places) that campaign teams set
up. These are places where supporters of candidates hang out, usually in the evening.
While they enjoy the atmosphere and, often, food and drinks provided by their candi-
date, those attending the poskos also provide a visual indication of the popularity of a can-
didate. Having numerous, well attended poskos enable candidates to signal local support
and frustrate the campaign activities of their rivals. For example, Agus Purnomo, a suc-
cessful new family candidate in Dlingo (Gunung Kidul District), used his close

51See Aspinall and Berenschot 2019.
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connections and popularity with village youth to incorporate the karang taruna (village
youth groups) into his campaign. This enabled him to set up forty-two poskos throughout
the village. From these poskos his youthful supporters spread praise of Agus’s capabilities
and stood guard against the vote-buying activities of his opponent by closely monitoring
who entered their areas. This territorial dominance contributed considerably to Agus’
electoral victory.

Another example comes from Brosot, where sand entrepreneur Yuli defeated an old
family candidate in 2010 by mobilizing his workers as well as his friends among the
local youth. In an interview with us, Yuli emphasized the importance of such connections
for building his tim sukses:

I need loyal people whom I can trust. It is hard to get loyalty. You do not get it in a day but
… build it day by day. These people are the most honest and loyal people in my circle who I
can trust.

Yet he liberally provided his tim sukses members with money for gasoline, food, ciga-
rettes and liquor.

Candidates also try to incorporate influential local leaders into their campaign team
because of the ability of such individuals to sway voters. This is another reason why
the likeability and personal networks of candidates are important during village head
elections. Friendships with influential individuals such as local religious leaders, entre-
preneurs, or politicians are an important asset. An example of such an influential local
leader was Elli Mursasanto in Srihardono. This long-term political operator – he had
been involved in several electoral campaigns for parliamentary and district head candi-
dates – used his contacts, social status, and campaign skills to support the eventual
winner, Awalludin. In Monggol, Lasiyo’s surprise victory was partly attributed to the
support he received from the local debt collector, a personal friend. While this person
went from door to door to collect debts he casually campaigned for Lasiyo, thereby
swaying a considerable number of voters.

The strength of a candidate’s personal relationships also matters for the effectiveness of
vote buying. Vote buying – the practice of exchanging small sums of money for votes – is
increasingly common throughout Indonesia.52 A willingness to hand out cash is popularly
perceived to be an “entry ticket” that demonstrates someone is a serious candidate.
Researchers generally consider vote buying an obstacle to elite renewal because established
elites with superior financial resources find it easier to shoulder the considerable cost of this
practice. Indeed, we found vote buying to be relatively common feature in the ten village
head elections we studied, albeit not uniformly. We found no vote buying in two villages
(Panggungharjo and Temon Kulon), while in four villages a candidate that eschewed
vote buying beat a candidate who did distribute money, and in four villages the winning
candidate engaged in vote buying. The amounts offered to voters were usually small,
ranging between fifty and one hundred thousand rupiah (US$ three to seven) per voter.53

However, vote buying in these villages no longer cements the dominance of estab-
lished elite families. This is partially due to the above-mentioned economic diversifica-
tion and the emergence of a more diverse group of well-off villagers. Yet equally

52Muhtadi 2019.
53Aspinall and Bayo n.d.
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important in these elections was the dependence of candidates on local brokers to
implement vote buying. In order to maximize the chances that monetary handouts
will be reciprocated with a vote, the money needs to be handed out by people whom reci-
pients know and respect. If the money is distributed by an outsider, recipients are less
likely to feel obligated to reciprocate. This social fact provided popular candidates with
another advantage: candidates with a wide circle of respected friends could rely on
these friends to ensure that their gifts would really translate into votes. For example,
in Brosot, the tim sukses members of the incumbent started by making a list of prospec-
tive voters. Subsequently, they promised voters money after their candidate’s reelection.
On election day, they took voters to the polling booth and ensured they voted for their
candidate. In this case, most of the money was only handed out after the village head was
reelected.

In short, the small scale of village head elections generates a particular kind of
accountability as candidates who maintain good personal relations with a wide range
of individuals are more likely to build up strong campaign organizations. We do not
mean to imply that opportunistic considerations played no role in the decisions of indi-
viduals to support a particular candidate. Indeed, as mentioned above, we encountered a
number of contractors who put their weight behind certain candidates in the hope of
landing government contracts – an expectation that has been intensified by recently
increased village budgets. But a candidate’s supporters were also motivated by personal
relationships and an evaluation of the character of the candidate. This kind of very direct
accountability is possible because of the small size and low stakes of village head elec-
tions. Compared to district head and governor elections, village head elections are
more likely to involve well-informed evaluations of the quality of character of candidates
and less likely to be affected by discrepancies in the wealth of competing candidates.

Conclusion

The absence of meaningful elite transformation constitutes a threat for new democracies.
The capacity of traditional politicians to maintain their dominance after the fall of an
authoritarian regime can generate cynicism about democracy, while the continued pres-
ence of such leaders in the echelons of power can pose an obstacle to meaningful reform.
This challenge is particularly salient in Indonesia, where many leaders and families who
were prominent during the New Order era still constitute the country’s political and
economic elite. For this reason we embarked on our study of village head elections
expecting that the dominance of traditional village elites, so strongly emphasized in
earlier studies, would have survived Indonesia’s democratization process. Yet we have
found that a process of elite renewal is taking place in the Special Region of Yogyakarta.
While far from complete and somewhat uneven, we encountered an unmistakable rise of
new village heads. This trend is accompanied by changing attitudes and discourse, as
these new village heads tend to present themselves in a less hierarchical and more
service-oriented manner. The expanding size of village budgets has contributed to this
process, enabling active village heads to prove themselves to their constituents by imple-
menting meaningful improvements in people’s everyday lives.

We attribute this process of elite transformation to a combination of economic devel-
opment, democratic political reforms, and the particular nature of village head elections.
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The earlier dominance of village elites is being eroded by economic diversification in and
around Yogyakarta. The availability of different sources of livelihoods has reduced villa-
gers’ dependency on land, enabling not only the emergence of new types of wealthy vil-
lagers but also reducing the capacity of traditional landowners to influence voting
behavior. Furthermore, the local, small-scale nature of village head elections has fostered
elite renewal because of the information-dense characteristics of these elections, which
gives an advantage to well-liked, sociable candidates. Moreover, as this quiet revolution
has gathered pace in recent years, democratic reforms that have been implemented since
the early 2000s have also had a considerable impact. By stimulating public participation
in politics, strengthening the accountability and responsibilities of village heads, and
enlarging administrative budgets at the village level, these reforms have helped change
the attitudes and expectations of voters, thereby paving the way for the emergence of a
new kind of village leadership.

This conclusion comes with two caveats. First, this elite transformation does not
necessarily imply that social hierarchies in rural Indonesia are being levelled or elimi-
nated. It might be that these changed patterns of village leadership indicate the emer-
gence of a new class of village elites. Indeed, of the ten village head elections that we
studied in detail, only in two were elections won by candidates with lower class back-
grounds (a driver and a security guard). In the other eight, the winning candidates
were men of higher social class, such as businessmen, traders, and contractors. This
suggests a need for a broader study of social mobility at the village level to assess
whether we are witnessing a flattening or only a transmutation of village hierarchies.
Second, the three districts of our fieldwork are somewhat unusual in the sense that
the occupation patterns of villagers who live close to an urban center (in this case,
Yogyakarta city) are much more diverse compared to those in more rural or
natural-resource dependent provinces outside Java.54 If our analysis is accurate, then
the renewal of village leadership is more limited in areas where the land-based sticks
and carrots of old elite families are still strong. Both these caveats suggest that more
comparative research will shed further light on the interaction between democratiza-
tion and agrarian change.
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