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ABSTRACT 

This paper engages operationalized discourses from economics and political science on 

resources and conflict using anthropological theory and ethnographic techniques. Current 

trends among civil war scholars locate grievances as ubiquitous constructs or rhetorical 

tools, irrelevant in causal analysis. This de-emphasis generates an unsavory menu of 

options for governments seeking to eliminate domestic conflict in resource-rich regions 

rationalizing grievance-generating human rights abuses.  

In “developing” resource-rich regions the historical trajectory of indigenous populations 

is placed in conflict with a development agenda that serves state interests. Grievances are 

central to the conflict over identity within the affected communities in a struggle for 

national affiliation or disaffiliation.  In the absence of a pluralistic political system 

grievance-motivated political imperatives combine with political isolation to generate 

political unrest.  As grievances are central to understanding cultural change and social 

unrest, pluralistic institutions and human rights protections have “realpolitikal” value in 

securing stability in resource-rich regions. 
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PART 1: INTRODUCING INDONESIA 

 

Farah was scared but she wanted me to tell her story.  She adjusted her hijab, a head 

scarf, as we searched for a spot in the Achenese Asrama to videotape the interview.  The 

Asrama was a meeting place for Acehnese students studying at a University far from their 

home province of Aceh. Watching movies downloaded onto an aged computer screen, the 

students would pile on the floor beneath the computer and often stay the night.  However, 

to stay the night was now considered risky. 

Figure 1: Indonesia (political) 

“Indonesian intelligence came last night,” Farah recounted, as we walked along piles of 

clothes and food strewn on the floor.  The students had been collecting food and clothing 

for friends and families back in Aceh whose livelihoods had been paralyzed by the war; 
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an effort deemed illegal by the military.  Men had come to the Asrama, torn apart the 

collected goods, and beaten one of the students. 

Already considered a terrorist for her work with a women’s cooperative (“feeding the 

rebels,” the military charged), Farah still planned to collect what food and clothing 

remained and smuggle it past the military blockade to her friends back at home. 

The rebels, known interchangeably as ASNLF (the Aceh Sumatra National Liberation 

Front) or GAM (the Free Aceh Movement) had been fighting and loosing a war of 

succession since the 1970s, when Mobil Oil (now ExxonMobil) commenced operations 

in Aceh, but a renewed military operation to eliminate them once and for all had 

commenced in 2003 and Aceh was under martial law.  Farah was from Lhoksumawe, the 

center of the conflict and center of ExxonMobil’s mining operations.  In Lhoksumawe the 

security forces were known as “Exxon’s Army” (JATAM 2002)1  

Indonesia itself is evidence for a relationship between resources and conflict.  Indonesia 

has been in three simultaneous wars for the majority of its existence as a nation-state:  

one war of succession conducted along the gold mines of Papua New Guinea, another 

over the annexation of oil-rich East Timor, and finally armed resistance along the 

backdrop of the natural gas fields and refineries of Aceh.  

 
1 This term was used specifically for the Indonesian military hired by ExxonMobil to protect the refinery in 
Lhoksumawe.  Its use was confirmed through discussions with other Acehnese refugees from 
Lhoksumawe and JATAM, an environmental advocacy organization based in Jakarta. 
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In 1998, a Business Week exposé revealed that Mobil Oil’s (MOI’s) facilities in 

Lhoksumawe, Aceh, Indonesia had been the stage for the torture and murder of 

thousands.   One mass grave, dug with MOI’s earth-moving equipment contained 150 

people ostensibly tortured and killed on MOI’s property; fifty of them were boarding 

school students. 

Yusuf Kasim, a local farmer, knew the grounds well. He says the army paid him 
$4 a night to stand guard over a borrowed excavator to prevent anyone from 
siphoning fuel from its tank. He says he watched soldiers execute 60 to 70 
blindfolded Acehnese men at a time with M-16 rifles, shooting them in the back 
so they tumbled face-first into a mass grave across the rice field from his house. 
He claims he recognized one victim, Sulaiman, as a Mobil contractor. Sulaiman 
had been held at the army barracks at Post A-13, which is across the street from a 
Mobil well. "The bullets didn't kill Sulaiman, so the soldiers ordered the backhoe 
operator to cut him in half with the shovel," Kasim recalls. Mobil says it has no 
knowledge of the man or the incident. In late August, the National Commission 
on Human Rights disinterred human remains at Bukit Sentang in a somber 
ceremony. An Aceh-based human rights group photographed villagers removing 
an intact pair of blue jeans from a skeleton. (Engardio et al, 1998). 

 

The province of Aceh (often spelled locally as Acheh and Atjeh), is located on the 

northern tip of the island of Sumatra in the country of Indonesia.  Aceh is home to a giant 

liquefied natural gas (LNG) field operated by one of the largest corporations in the world, 

ExxonMobil. These fields generate two billion dollars in annual revenues (Ross 2005), 

but the poverty rate in the province is 35%, with child malnutrition estimated at similar 

levels (Renner 2006).  In 2003, ExxonMobil’s operations were temporarily suspended 

and a military operation began, ostensibly to eliminate the armed rebellion.  Meanwhile, 
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torture and assassinations of civil society leaders and widespread civilian casualties had a 

devastating impact on the largely civilian Acehnese independence movement.  The 

Indonesian government construed its activity as an extension of the War on Terror, while 

the rebels claimed to fight for independence and freedom from Indonesian repression. 

To confine this analysis to Indonesia would be a misrepresentation. As Binford advises, 

“we need to nest our analyses of local and regional fields of power in more encompassing 

national, international and even global contexts, even as we hone in on local/regional 

situations” (1999:9).  In the case of Indonesia, those fields of power have been 

personified. Henry Kissinger is an academic famous for operationalizing realpolitik in 

American international policy.  He effectively authorized the invasion of East Timor, sat 

on the Board of Directors of the infamous Papuan gold mine, Freeport, and was called to 

advise Indonesia on sociopolitical affairs during the military operation in Aceh. 

An essential part of the story of Aceh—the lived experiences of those tortured and killed 

and the ideas behind those who tortured and killed them—is academic theorizing on 

conflict, development and politics.  Theory is an actor in this story, a belief system in 

which an international policy apparatus is steeped and whose implications helped 

constitute the experiences of the Acehnese.  Theory, in this view, should be analyzed in 

terms of its dual roles: describing social phenomena and producing impacts upon them. 

Bringing ethnographic material into the discussion on conflict and resources makes this 

type of analysis possible.  Tracing the political consequences of conclusions based upon 

macro-analysis it is possible to see how they are experienced in the field.  An 
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ethnographic understanding of the experience of war is invaluable for redirecting future 

analyses and modifying existing models. 
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PART 2: THE RESOURCE CURSE: INTELLECTUAL PRECURSORS AND 

POPULAR CONTEXT 

The term “resource curse” was coined by Auty in 1993 in reference to the poor economic 

performance of resource rich countries.  This concept grew to incorporate a number of 

negative side effects of resource wealth, most notably conflict. 

Ideas connecting resources and conflict originated in the context of the early 90s, the 

heyday for austerity measures and structural adjustment imposed by the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF).  While economists projected a U-shaped development curve, the 

second-half of the U, the upward turn, never seemed to materialize in any country.  The 

United Nations Development Program (UNDP) reported that development was failing 

across the board, and suggested that this may be a result of the policies of UN institutions 

such as the World Bank (Korten 1995). 

Meanwhile, alarming environmental insights were brought to Western consciousness.  

The earth was experiencing an extinction horizon significant in the scope of geologic 

time; the damage being done to the planet was one of five extinction events on par with 

the extinction event that destroyed the dinosaurs.  Americans, constituting 4% of the 

global population, were responsible for 25% of its fossil fuel consumption.2  Researchers 

concerned with the Earth’s carrying capacity at the University of British Columbia 
 

2 This is a commonly invoked statistic, circulating in popular education on fossil fuel use through the 90’s 
to present day.  Despite demographic changes, this maxim has remained relatively stable, though China’s 
increased fossil fuel use is expected to reduce the relative proportion occupied by the US.  For the latest 
assessment see MSN Encarta http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761586407_3/fossil_fuels.html 
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devised a tool known as the “Ecological Footprint,” examining the varying ecological 

space occupied by individuals in different living conditions.  Rees and Wackernagel 

(1996) asserted that the massive ecological demands of the infrastructure and livelihoods 

in the developed world had already brought us close to the earth’s carrying capacity—

meaning that scarcity, not development was in store for the “developing” world.  Policy 

analysts began to ask what the political consequences of this global inequality would be. 

Political scientist Homer-Dixon was an influential voice, charting a future of scarcity-

related conflicts throughout the “developing” world.  Homer-Dixon’s work was central to 

Kaplan’s famous (1994) article “The Coming Anarchy.”  Kaplan connected the global 

environmental crisis to political upheaval in Africa—painting a picture of failed 

ecologies, failed economies, and failed states.  Resource scarcity was linked to burning 

tires, riots and executions.  The implication was global instability and world war.   

“Within weeks of publication, Under Secretary of State Tim Wirth had faxed a copy of 

the article to every U.S. Embassy in the world; top UN officials were discussing its 

implications behind closed doors” (Richards 1996:xiv in Peluso 2001:4). Kaplan’s article 

circulated, and the Pentagon took interest in environmental issues.  Homer-Dixon’s 

“Green Security” paradigm had become operational. 

Despite Kaplan’s tale of caution, interstate conflict was in steady decline since the 1960s, 

while intrastate, or civil, conflict had risen to take its place. The post-Cold War era of 

globalization found the state at war with itself. World Bank economist Paul Collier 

demonstrated that resource rich countries were more vulnerable to conflict, and more 
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likely to experience prolonged conflict, than resource poor countries.  Further research 

traced an array of adverse effects on the populaces of countries with resources, 

specifically oil and gas resources.  Resource-rich countries are less likely to have 

democratic systems, and resource-rich dictatorships are less likely to transition to 

democracy.  Communities face displacement and population pressure from in-migration.  

Political processes are subverted by corporations seeking to minimize costs in accessing 

resources.  Oil negatively affects the exchange rate, depressing other sectors of the 

economy.  Pollution causes a wide array of illnesses, and a suite of environmental effects 

impact community food and water supplies, increasing the vulnerability of local 

livelihoods.  Civil wars are, statistically speaking, more likely to occur in oil-rich states 

(Humphreys 2005), sometimes manipulated by outside actors, such as corporations and 

foreign governments seeking to acquire a hold on strategic resources. 
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PART 3: GREED OR GRIEVANCE? 

Academic discourses on rebellion and social movements shape state responses to political 

instability in places like LNG-rich Aceh.  Suspending an evaluation of its veracity, it is 

instructive to explore the implications of a central belief held by influential scholars: that 

grievances supposedly do not cause conflict (Collier 2000; Tarrow 1998). 

Despite the rebel discourse of grievances against the state, World Bank Economist Paul 

Collier posited the “rebel-greed” hypothesis, suggesting that rebellion was a product of 

opportunities seized by greedy rebels to make personal gains. 

In his section entitled “Greed or grievance? Why we can’t trust the discourse” Collier 

writes, “Economists who have studied rebellions tend to think of them not as the ultimate 

protest movements, but as the ultimate manifestation of organized crime. As Grossman 

(1999) states, ‘in such insurrections the insurgents are indistinguishable from bandits or 

pirates’ (p. 269). Rebellion is large-scale predation of productive economic activities” 

(2000: 2). For Collier, grievances are purely rhetorical and likened to advertising 

campaigns.  The significant factor in addressing instability is a rebellion’s financial 

viability, regardless of the presence or absence of legitimate grievances.  Even the 

possibility of economic gain provides both incentive for war, and collateral for acquiring 

arms and other resources. In Collier’s words, “Whether conflict is motivated by 

predation, or simply made possible by it, these two accounts come to the same 

conclusion: rebellion is unrelated to objective circumstances of grievance while being 

caused by the feasibility of predation” (2000: 3). 

   



16 

 

In examining instability, the rebels are just one faction within a larger array of actors 

including civil society, grappling with the effects of resource extraction. Social 

movement theorists come to similar—if more sympathetically stated—conclusions about 

social movements as the economists do about rebels.  

While early social movement scholars linked movements to grievances, the grievance 

approach has been largely discounted in the current Resource Mobilization and Political 

Opportunity Structure schools of thought.  The question of legitimacy of grievances is 

deferred, as grievances are not viewed as generative of political unrest.  In place of 

instability resulting from social inequalities or grievances, grievance is viewed as a 

construct mobilized to generate a movement. Tarrow, examining social unrest throughout 

the world, writes “even a cursory look at modern history shows that outbreaks of 

contention cannot be derived from the deprivation people suffer or the disorganization of 

their societies” (1998: 71). Like the economists, social movement theorists of the 

resource mobilization school view the ability of movement organizers to mobilize 

resources as the key factor in determining the presence or absence of overt conflict 

(Edelman, 2001).   

Grievances, as viewed by these scholars, are either social constructs mobilized in service 

of a movement, or simply too ubiquitous to explain the presence or absence of conflict. 

Tarrow, of the Political Opportunity Structure school continues: “What does vary widely 

from time to time and place to place are the levels and types of opportunities people 

experience, the constraints on their freedom of action, and the threats they perceive to 
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their interests and values” (1998: 71).  Using global analysis of the frequency of protest 

events, political opportunity theorists connect the presence or absence of events to the 

opening and closing of political opportunities.  Contention is believed to be based upon 

changing conditions within the political apparatus of the state. Grievances, once again, 

are not considered causal factors. 

It is fair to observe that even in the most favorable of circumstances, one finds inequality 

and injustice.  However, these perspectives imply that the increase or decrease of 

inequalities, injustices or other grievances has no bearing on the presence or absence of 

social unrest.  Situating grievances outside of the causal mechanisms of political 

instability has ominous consequences for policy, especially when combined with 

realpolitik and its consequentialist ethics. If rebels fight because of economic viability 

and protesters protest because of political opportunity, “stability” in resource-rich areas 

could then be attained by closing opportunities and eliminating resources.  
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PART 4: THE REALPOLITIK OF RESOURCES 

Understanding how these ideas have framed Indonesian policy requires the help of Henry 

Kissinger’s realpolitik.  Realpolitik (coined during an era of German dominance) 

originated as raison d’état under Richelieu.  Kissinger writes that Richelieu was 

“convinced that it was possible to relate means to ends with nearly mathematical 

precision.  ‘Logic,’ [Richelieu] wrote in his Political Testament, ‘requires that the thing 

that is to be supported and the force that is to support it stand in geometrical proportion to 

each other’” (1994: 63). 

As an academic at Harvard, then later as U.S. National Security Advisor and Secretary of 

State, Kissinger argued for a Machivellian pursuit of state self-interest, realpolitik as 

opposed to ideological politics. Like political scientists of the realist school of thought, 

Kissinger would argue that behind the veil of ideology is a self-interested state, and that 

all politics is realpolitik. Kissinger remarks that ideological dialogue, such as discourses 

of “democracy” and “peace” complicates open negotiations with states accustomed to 

explicitly self-interested balance of power politics. 

Kissinger’s particular take on realpolitik is distinct. With ideological moralism sidelined, 

the state is free to enact any degree of brutality upon civilians and insurgents alike, so as 

to demonstrate state dominance and ensure compliance.  Kissinger’s realpolitik took U.S. 

foreign policy to new depths.  His influence is attributed to the killing of American 

journalists abroad, torture and execution of civilians in Vietnam, the illegal bombing of 

civilian-inhabited portions of Cambodia, support for the military coup in Argentina, and 
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the disappearances that followed.  Kissinger was known for working to circumvent the 

U.S. Congress, the U.S. public, and the United Nations in order to protect American-

friendly dictatorships from sanctions. The kidnap and assassination of President Allende 

in Chile, and his replacement with the brutal dictator Pinochet brought Kissinger 

international public disgrace. A Spanish judge, responding to the joint indictment of 

Pinochet and Kissinger for crimes against humanity, requested that he be detained by 

Interpol while he was visiting Europe.  On the basis of a wide range of killings and 

disappearances, Kissinger has been the target of multiple petitions for questioning and 

arrest. An unsuccessful, if persistent, international campaign is currently underway to try 

Kissinger for his purported crimes (Hitchens 2001). 

Kissinger’s continued influence in the politics of globalization cannot be understated.  

Walter Isaacson, author of Kissinger’s official biography, explains: “his consulting firm, 

Kissinger Associates, serves as a sort of private National Security Adviser and Secretary 

of State to about 30 major corporations around the world, such as American Express, 

Freeport-McMoRan Minerals, Chase Manhattan Bank, Volvo…” (1992). 

Kissinger’s history with Indonesia goes almost to its inception. 

The establishment of Indonesia as a unified state was an extreme challenge.  Roughly 

established in 1949, it took over a decade before all of the islands were united under 

Indonesia’s first President, Soekarno-Hatta (known in modern Java and the West as 

Sukarno).  Sukarno faced the difficult task of uniting one of the most diverse countries in 

the world. Indonesian languages and dialects are prolific, with an equivalent number of 
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ethnic identities. Despite this, Sukarno is often portrayed as a beloved founder by diverse 

constituents within the island of Sumatra.  Even activists in support of Acehnese 

independence speak highly of Sukarno.  Having observed decolonization in other 

countries, Sukarno’s platform was that Indonesia would control its own resources, and 

not be a puppet of Western interests (Pilger 2001).3 

Sukarno continued a program to nationalize key portions of the Indonesian economy. 

Sukarno was quickly characterized as a Communist and a despot in the American press. 

By Western accounts, Sukarno’s rule was not entirely benign. Wars of succession 

continued; some insurgents were financed by foreign powers, notably the US. Following 

a series of coup attempts--at least one of which was orchestrated by the CIA—Sukarno’s 

populist vision became tempered by his struggle to maintain control of the country. In 

1964, increasingly paranoid, Sukarno refused to accept military aid from the U.S. 

government.  However, the U.S. continued to quietly funnel arms to right-wing factions 

of the military (Pilger 2001). 

In 1965 General Soeharto (also spelled Suharto in the West), orchestrated the 

assassination of the left-leaning generals in the Indonesian military, then took the 

government from Sukarno. To solidify his power, he used Western anti-Communist 

rhetoric to justify genocide. Within a year, nearly a million men, women and children 

were killed in a campaign to purge Indonesia of supposed “Communists” (Pilger 2001).  

 
3 Pilger’s documentary is not very critical of Sukarno. I tempered his enthusiasm as a result of 
conversations with activist informants, and conversations with former government staff. 
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Within two weeks of the coup, Henry Kissinger was in Indonesia.  Kissinger and two 

Texaco executives on behalf of Freeport-McMoRan Minerals (previously Freeport 

Sulfur) negotiated a deal directly with the Indonesian military for a gold mine in Papua. 

Eventually 70% of the military’s budget would come from private sources; the military 

became able to operate autonomously, providing security directly to corporations and 

operating businesses itself.  At the Freeport mine, tortured protesters were held in mining 

storage tanks, and military casualties included two American activists (Leith 2002). 

Within days of the coup, American corporations were invited to help rewrite Indonesia’s 

new mineral policy. Suharto was heralded in the Western press as Indonesia’s savior, 

turning the economy around (Pilger 2001).  In this context, the American corporation 

Mobil Oil had acquired strategic Acehnese natural gas concessions.  By 1971, it had 

discovered one of the largest known reserves of natural gas in the world near the city of 

Lhoksumawe, estimated at 14 trillion cubic feet (Ross 2005).  

In a famous meeting with President Ford, Henry Kissinger and the Indonesian dictator 

Suharto, the U.S. government offered its support for the Indonesian invasion of oil-rich 

East Timor. Suharto humbly appealed: “It is now important to determine what we can do 

to establish peace and order for the present and the future in the interests of security of 

the area and Indonesia…. We want your understanding if we deem it necessary to take 

rapid or drastic action.”  Kissinger approved, suggesting the dictator wait until Ford 

arrived back in the U.S., and urged that “It is important that whatever you do succeeds 

quickly.”  Interestingly, once the discussion on East Timor was concluded, they 

   



22 

 

immediately turned to the subject of revenue sharing agreements with multinational oil 

corporations operating in Indonesia (State Department Telegram 1975). 

Over the next several years, 200,000 Timorese were killed in a quasi-genocide.  World 

Bank funds were used to purchase machetes that the Indonesian military used to hack 

down Timorese civilians. The US ambassador to the UN at the time later confessed, “The 

[US] Department of State desired that the United Nations prove utterly ineffective in 

whatever measures it undertook. This task was given to me, and I carried it forward with 

not inconsiderable success" (Moynihan 1978: 274). Not only did Kissinger authorize the 

invasion, he worked to silence public discussion on the matter, obstruct U.N. intervention 

and establish a back-door supply of U.S. arms to the Indonesian government. Ultimately, 

the US supplied 90% of the weapons used.  He was clearly aware that both congress and 

the American people would disapprove of his illegal weapons transfers, as revealed in 

this secret memorandum of conversation: 

The Secretary [Kissinger]: …On the Timor thing, that will leak in three months, 
and it will come out that Kissinger overruled his pristine bureaucrats and violated 
the law. How many people in L [the legal adviser's office] know about this?  
Leigh: Three.  
Habib: There are at least two in my office.  
The Secretary: Plus everybody in the meeting so you're talking about not less than 
15 or 20. You have a responsibility to recognize that we are living in a 
revolutionary situation. Everything on paper will be used against me. (Hitchens 
2001:51) 

 

 

Like Kissinger, Suharto worked to insulate his realpolitik maneuverings from the 

ideological politics of the general public. Following Kissinger’s advice to construe the 
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occupation as self-defense, the Indonesian press and education system convinced the 

Indonesian general public that the war in East Timor was a war to liberate East Timor 

from Australian occupation. Suharto, in his discussion with Secretary Kissinger and 

President Ford, communicated his objectives when dealing with insurgency.  “It is 

important, therefore that we consolidate the strength of the peoples ideologically, 

politically, economically and militarily.  All villages should become fortresses.  This 

requires substantial small arms” (State Department Telegram 1975). While he was talking 

about Thailand, his strategy was consistent in East Timor, Papua New Guinea, and Aceh: 

kill or torture any who oppose Indonesian control; turn those who concede into 

unregulated, armed militias. 

Despite the overthrow of Suharto and the transition to democracy, little has changed. 

During the 2003 military operation, the generals convicted of human rights abuses from 

the war in East Timor were relocated to Aceh to support a military operation centered 

around ExxonMobil’s LNG plant.  Human Rights Watch compiled the following list: 

Major General Adam Damiri - currently Operational Assistant to the Armed 
Forces Chief of Staff; convicted of crimes against humanity in East Timor by 
Jakarta’s ad hoc court on East Timor and sentenced to three years in prison. 

Brigadier General Suhartono Suratman - currently Deputy Armed Forces 
Spokesman; indicted by the U.N.-created Serious Crimes Unit in East Timor for 
crimes against humanity committed in East Timor in 1999.  

Major General Sjafrie Sjamsoeddin - currently Armed Forces Spokesman. 
Implicated in the crackdown against the May 1998 demonstrations in Jakarta; 
closely linked to gross human rights violations in East Timor in 1999.  
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Major General Kiki Syahnakri - officially retired, but advising the Indonesian 
armed forces on the martial law administration for Aceh; indicted by the U.N. 
Serious Crimes Unit in East Timor for crimes against humanity committed in East 
Timor in 1999.  

Colonel Gerhan Lentara - currently Commander of Teungku Umar Korem, Banda 
Aceh; Martial Law Commander of Dili region of East Timor during a period 
when 250,000 East Timorese were forcibly expelled from East Timor to Indonesia 
in September 1999. 

Lieutenant Colonel Sujono - current position and whereabouts unknown, but has 
been sighted in Aceh; charged with participation in the Bantaqiah massacre of 
religious teacher Tengku Bantaqiah and 53 of his students in West Aceh on July 
23, 1999; disappeared from police custody prior to his trial (Human Rights 
Watch, 2003). 

 

Cut Zahara Hamzah, Board member of the International Forum for Aceh, made a 

statement before at the 2002 Annual Meeting of Shareholders of the ExxonMobil 

Corporation in Dallas, Texas: 

According the data that I have managed to gather, at present there are 82 military 
posts located in North Aceh, and 21 of them are within the relatively small area of 
ExxonMobil. Every post is usually manned by about 40 to 500 soldiers. For 
Rancong, especially, there are 1200 TNI troops. Do you, Ladies and Gentlemen 
Shareholders know what these troops are doing to us villagers? They launch 
operations after operations into our villages with the pretext of searching for Free 
Aceh Movement (GAM) guerillas, who are fighting to free Aceh from Indonesia. 
But in reality, they arrest, detain, torture and cause to disappear innocent villagers. 
They set up roadblocks and extort money from petty traders such as fishmongers 
passing through the Company’s roads. Women and children are not spared. They 
pillage village shops, confiscate properties at will and they burn houses for the 
slightest excuse. Each military post imposes monthly “contribution” on petty 
traders. Chiefs of villages are told to form night watch teams. Saying no to any 
such instruction is a sure death sentence. Villagers continue to be missing; many 
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are our own relatives, our loved ones. Those arrested and taken away will 
invariably turn up as corpses the next day on the roadside.  

… My husband used to work for ExxonMobil for 6 years. He related that he and 
several of his friends were often ordered to repair equipment and vehicles used by 
TNI soldiers in their military operations. They often found blood splashed all over 
the equipment and vehicles. When in the end he and his friends were arrested and 
tortured by the TNI soldier who were based within the ExxonMobil complex, the 
Company did not lift a finger to try to help them. 

…In 1998, at the fall of the tyrannical regime of General Suharto, we found out 
that your Company had been financing the military operation in Aceh for a 
decade since 1989. ExxonMobil had provided the facilities for the Indonesian 
military to torture, rape and kill our kinsfolk. It had paid the salaries of soldiers 
who burnt our houses and robbed our properties. There are of course people who 
would contest this statement, including naturally the current CEO of ExxonMobil. 
But we can give you proofs and eyewitnesses to what we are stating. In fact, 
worse still, all the atrocities are still ongoing at this very moment. The soldiers are 
still being paid by this Company of yours and the soldiers are still killing 
civilians, raping women, pillaging and burning villages around the ExxonMobil 
complex, in the name of protecting your Company. 

 

 

The incidents in Aceh are too numerous to describe. The findings of a National Human 

Rights Commission in Aceh "reported 1,010 incidents of torture in North Aceh between 

1989 and 1998.” In 2001, police detained three local workers of the international NGO 

Oxfam, and beat them while they were detained. According to Amnesty International, 

police pulled out one worker's fingernails and burned him with cigarettes (Jereski 2001). 

The daughters of activists were raped; volunteers who worked with rape victims were 
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assassinated (JATAM 2002).  Children were killed.  Prisoners had their internal organs 

removed, and their genitals mutilated.4 

In 2000, Kissinger was appointed as an advisor to Indonesia on socio-political affairs. “‘I 

responded to the request of the president out of friendship for the Indonesian people and 

the importance I attach to the Indonesia nation,’ he told reporters after the meeting. I 

would like Indonesia to be strong, unified and democratic.’” (Associated Press 2000) 

Kissinger was in a position to bring realpolitik to Indonesia’s internal affairs.  However, 

Kissinger himself cautions against realpolitik’s imperfections: “But whereas the nemesis 

of Wilsonian idealism is the gap between its professions and reality, the nemesis of 

raison d’état is overextension—except in the hands of a master, and it probably is even 

then” (1994: 66).  

Kissinger’s remarks certainly applied to his own history. Despite espoused value of 

realpolitik in achieving the self-interest of the state, the consistency of Kissinger's 

failures is remarkable.  Despite gross technological and financial superiority, the US lost 

to the Vietnamese government.  Cambodia fell to the Communist Khmer Rouge and 

underwent a gruesomely murderous cultural revolution to purge Cambodia of Western 

 
4 Numerous gruesome torture stories circulated the refugee community, particularly those involving 
genital mutilation.  Informal reports on civilian deaths came several times a week via e‐mail from contacts 
in Aceh, listing names and ages of the victims. E‐mail recipients sometimes converted this information 
into paper newsletters which were sold to refugees in Sumatra and Kuala Lumpur. Photographs of an 
emaciated prisoner, skin stretched to cover his wounds, circulated as well, complete with close‐ups of his 
surgical wounds from his involuntary organ donation. Additionally, human rights organizations have 
catalogued an exhaustive list of unimaginable abuses over the years. 
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influence.  East Timor achieved its independence.  Clarke, in favor of ideological politics, 

summarizes Kissinger’s influence upon international policy:  

Some of these adventures… can only be called cynical and cruel. What typifies 
virtually all of the others, besides the almost incomprehensible brutality visited 
upon the world's most vulnerable people, is their consistent failure. In the long 
term, none of these realpolitik-inspired interventions can be said to have achieved 
their purported or even unspoken goals" (2002).  

 

In the worldview presented by both Kissinger and his opponents, human rights 

protections are only possible when civil society is able to derail the self-interested 

behavior of states, placing the ideological politics of universal human welfare above the 

realpolitik of states.  Kissinger and Ford approved the Indonesian war in East Timor, 

supplying weapons which were used to enact the “realpolitikal” goal of complicity 

through brutality.  To Kissinger’s frustration, human rights groups complicated the self-

interest of the American government in East Timor. As a Catholic country, East Timor 

was more successful in eliciting Western interest than other Indonesian territories in 

conflict, such as Aceh and Papua. Five Australian reporters were killed in the first year of 

the onslaught, fueling international outrage. Ultimately, East Timor’s “liberation” from 

Indonesia was legitimated as a human rights victory by an approving international 

community. The intense effort that went into the international East Timor campaign, 

however, is not easily replicable.  Rationalized by perceived “realpolitikal” value, human 

rights abuses continue unabated and unaddressed in every corner of the globe.  

Understanding the generative currents behind human rights abuses may be instructive for 
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advancing human rights protections. It is of value, then, to critically evaluate the strategic 

value of both the abuse of and the respect for human rights. 

Recognizing the role of grievances in conflict has implications for this discussion.  If 

grievances generate conflict, there is, in fact, “realpolitikal” value in respect for human 

rights. The beliefs (and complicit academic theories) which led Kissenger and the 

government of Indonesia to presume that complicity was best achieved through brutality 

were clearly flawed. The tension between realpolitik and ideological support for human 

rights is a false dichotomy. Beyond an ideological tool, the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights is a compendium of basic entitlements, the violation of which creates an 

environment conducive to conflict.  As states and corporations seek to “secure” stable 

extraction of resources, institutionalized pluralism and respect for human rights may 

produce better results than political abrogation.  It is possible that state self-interest, or 

realpolitik, in resource-rich, conflict-ridden areas may be best achieved through 

pluralistic institutions and human rights protections, not political exclusion and torture. 
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PART 5: GRIEVING 

Thanks to Kissingerian realpolitik applied to abrogate civil society, there are few 

conflict-events for sociologists, economists and political scientists to analyze among 

Acehnese refugees.  Sleeping with four other men in a room the size of a closet, “Hery” 

(as I will call him to preserve his anonymity) is afraid to leave the block. Having worked 

in tourism, Hery speaks English. “All Indonesian must carry ID card.  If the police see 

me, they see Acehnese.  My ID card says Acehnese, then they will take me away.” 

“Where?” I asked. 

“To Aceh. To a camp where they will not let me leave.  Better a prison. I can’t go back 

there.” 

Hery explains why he can’t return, his voice elevated with stress: “They say I am ASNLF 

[rebel].  I tell them that I am not ASNLF but they do not believe…. Everyday people are 

killed by the Indonesian army. They shoot my family, they shoot my villagers, I saw it by 

myself.” 

One of Hery’s closet-mates showed me patterned scars from bullet holes on his wrists, 

arms and legs.  The military had captured him.  As an act of charity, they released him 

but first marked him with a recognizable pattern of bullet holes. “If I go back, they will 

kill me,” he told me in Indonesian. 

Throughout Indonesia and Malaysia, the Acehnese are regarded as terrorists, a criminal 

element.  Even in Malaysia, where the general population is less likely to believe that all 
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Acehnese civilian refuges are terrorists, they are associated with criminality. A shop 

keeper explained: “They come here with nothing, so what will they do? They steal. They 

bring prostitution, drugs, and crime.  I don’t know what they should do, but they should 

not come here.” 

On the streets of Kuala Lampur, the Acehnese congregate in the worst neighborhoods, 

sleeping where they can, in constant fear of the police.  Indonesian Intelligence and 

Malaysian Special Branch cooperate to find and imprison refugees of strategic value.  

Paddywagons and unmarked vans tour the streets, and occasionally a team of armed men 

leaps out to round up their targets as the Acehnese run for their lives. 

Eddy, a student journalist and activist escaped to Malaysia because he feared for his life. 

“The instant I got my UNHCR [United Nations High Commission on Refugees] card I 

destroyed my passport.” But Malaysian Special Branch quickly caught him.  Stripping 

him to his underwear, they left him in prison.  The penalty for illegal immigration in 

Malaysia is a public caning followed by deportation.  For some civil society leaders, 

deportation can mean torture and death.  Malaysia is not a party to the Geneva 

Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, and securing protections for refugees is 

challenging.  For those, like Eddy, in need of political asylum, the UNHCR works to 

secure speedy resettlement to countries like the United States or Denmark—before they 

can be caned, deported and/or killed. 
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Civilian refugees are not alone in the concrete jungle of Kuala Lampur. During the brutal 

2003 military operation, many of the rebels escaped to Malaysia as well.  Hearing of my 

interest in human rights from other refugees, they invited me to a dinner one night. 

The dim light from upstairs fell on us, crowded in the stairwell, softening the harsh 

concrete surroundings in its amber glow entwined with shadow.  A bald man sat on the 

stairs, his children in his lap, others stood randomly positioned in the darkness.  A quiet 

stillness fell over everyone, and they turned their palms upward.  The silence gave way to 

the deep solemn harmony of a hundred men singing in the Achenese language. Hands 

crossed at the waist in reverence as they sang.  It was a mourning prayer for a friend who 

was killed today by the Indonesian soldiers in Aceh. 

We made our way up the stairs to the funeral/dinner party, a group of men and women 

dispersed around the room in circles amicably eating and conversing.  Grieving together, 

the group bonded, and I was invited to bond as well. As usual, the hospitality was 

overwhelming.  I had planned to eat a little, but an old man insisted on piling food on my 

plate.  My plate was soon heaping with expensive meat I couldn't possibly eat, and as 

soon as I finished one, there was another.  "Do you want cold water?  This water is too 

warm.  I will get you cold water," the man said in Indonesian.  It wasn't long before they 

renamed me with an Acehnese name: Abu Karim.  Hisan Tiro was the descendant of the 
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ancient Acehnese sultanate5 and founder of the rebel movement; Abu Karim was Hisan 

Tiro’s son who had emigrated to the United States. 

Upon hearing that I was interested in ExxonMobil, a man rummaged through his things 

to produce a VCD music video.  “It’s contraband,” he said with a smile.  “They don’t 

want anyone to see it.” The VCD was of an Acehnese child singer singing about poverty 

in front of ExxonMobil's refinery.  His somber wails were reinforced by his sorrowful 

face as he walked along the compound’s expensive wall, rimmed with coils of barbwire, 

foregrounding the flame tipped towers of the refinery. 

Grievances related to the use of resource-wealth have been central to the rebel 

movement’s (GAM) rhetoric since the opening of the LNG plant in 1976 (Ross 2005: 

53). If we, unlike Paul Collier of the World Bank, do trust the discourse, grievances 

appear to play a strong role in conflict.   

It is important to locate grievances within conflict analysis in order to examine how 

grievances and political opportunity structures interact to shape the dynamics of conflict 

in resource-rich areas.  Social movement theorists are correct to note that grievances are 

not predictive of protest frequency.  However, even if they are not expressed in highly 

visible conflict-events such as protests, grievances may still have a central role in 

conflict.  

 
5 Tiro’s claim to the sultanate is widely accepted by the Acehnese, but controversial among intellectual 
and political authorities. 
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Ethnographic material suggests that communities are far more resilient than a cursory 

look at events would have us believe.  James Scott remarks, “…it is fair to say that much 

attention has been devoted to organized, large-scale protest movements that appear, if 

only momentarily, to pose a threat to the state… What is missing from this perspective, I 

believe, is the simple fact that most subordinate classes throughout most of history have 

rarely been afforded the luxury of open, organized political activity. Or, better stated, 

such activity was dangerous, if not suicidal” (xv).  Scott finds ample evidence in 

Malaysia to suggest that minority peasants are far from conquered.  “Everyday 

resistance” includes activates ranging from symbolic contests to invisible unions to 

sabotage. 

This latent conflict among the general population also impacts the feasibility of rebellion. 

Ross analyzed the history of the rebel movement (GAM) in Aceh based upon Collier’s 

rebel-greed model and found it lacking a key factor.  “We cannot explain why GAM 

reemerged in 1999 and grew so quickly when it had no apparent source of start-up 

funds.” The history of successful and unsuccessful mobilizations over time “can be party 

explained by fluctuations in Acehnese grievances, which were low in 1976, higher in 

1989.… The rise in grievances lowered the costs of recruitment for GAM and made it 

easier for GAM to gain local support and financing” (2005: 52). 

Petroleum and gas activity is often very popular in its early stages.  Local people are 

employed in construction, and there is hope that revenues will overcome the regional 

history of poverty.  After a few years, construction is over, and technical labor is brought 
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instead from Jakarta or foreign countries.  Pollution and poverty combine to exacerbate 

illness and hunger.  Militarization in Aceh resulted in more violence in North Aceh, the 

location of ExxonMobil, “than any of Aceh’s 13 districts.  Even before the complex was 

targeted by GAM for shakedowns in early 2001… The number of homes and businesses 

destroyed… was more than double the number in East Aceh, which was the next most 

damaged district” (Ross 53). 

In contrast, GAM’s looting and predation of natural resources was highly unsuccessful 

prior to the war. Neither political opportunities nor resource mobilization explain GAM’s 

persistence well, as its initial years met with utter financial and military failure. As 

tension and violence in the region escalated, an era of Direct Military Occupation (known 

locally as DOM) was instituted in 1989.  The incidence of torture and mass executions 

increased dramatically.  Empirical evidence seems to favor GAM’s discourse over 

Collier’s. 

Nor do resources or political opportunities fully explain Aceh’s unarmed movements. 

Even Tarrow, a political opportunity structure scholar, finds evidence for the role of 

grievances in civil action if one reads between the lines:  “the systematic repression of 

collective action has the perverse result of lending political coloration to even ordinary 

acts" (1998: 83), leaving governments more vulnerable.  James Laue noted that the key to 

successful collective action is the “crisis tolerance” of a society.  The destabilizing effects 
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of a perceived crisis are what enable the protest tactics of insurgents6 to gain leverage.  

By narrowing the definition of a crisis state, repressive governments make easier targets, 

and simultaneously make it easier for a wider group of people to participate and thereby 

identify with revolutionary action.  Tarrow also notes that when crevices of political 

opportunity do appear in a repressive regime, the response is explosive (1998). 

Isolated as the Acehnese were, this resistance cannot be explained in terms of political 

opportunities alone. Both Tarrow (1998) and McAdam (1997) have written on the critical 

importance of allies outside of the movement constituency.   

Despite the democratic election of Sukarno’s daughter, Megawati, the Acehnese 

remained strictly outside of Javanese-dominated national politics.  One of the rebellion’s 

rallying points was the right to form local political parties, prohibited by Jakarta as 

“divisive.”  Local politicians were required to subordinate themselves to national parties, 

lead by Javanese.  Community activists asserted that human rights abuses were actually 

worse and more frequent under Megawati than Suharto. 

Particularly, allies that could generate political problems or instability in Jakarta would 

be key to the movement’s success or failure using nonviolent means.  In this respect, 

controlling the national media was of critical importance.  Much like anti-Communist 

rhetoric that was borrowed from the US for Suharto’s activities, Megawati’s 

 
6 Insurgents and insurgency, as coined by Laue and used in this paper does not equate to armed 
insurgency.  It is a broad term incorporating both violent and non‐violent means of influencing the state 
and status quo. 
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administration drew heavily on US anti-terrorist rhetoric to justify its activities in Aceh.  

Reporters were embedded with the military, and not allowed to investigate on their own.  

Villagers were asked questions like “Who burned down your school?” while under 

military guard.  Their eyes would wander before replying, “Someone who has no name.”  

Cameramen had been mysteriously killed under the military’s care in the past.  When 

reporter Ersa Siregar, was kidnapped, the military fired on him when he was released.  

Many speculated he was kidnapped voluntarily, so he could cover both sides, but GAM 

claimed they had kidnapped him to protest his biased reporting of the issues (Voice of 

America, 2003).7 

This strategy was highly successful for the military.  Civil society groups were rarely 

tracked by the national news, and humanitarian efforts were encapsulated within the 

military’s rhetoric of “feeding the rebels.” The nightly news segment began with ominous 

drumming and a montage of burning buildings, anguished children covered in ash, and a 

woman carrying a rifle, presumably Inong Balee.8  The images and drums climaxed into 

a silent, still title screen: MILITARY OPERATION 2003: MAKING ACEH SAFE.

Images of military might dominated the screen, doing drills, stopping illegal relief trucks 

filled with rice. The rebels occasionally made a brief appearance, typically as a terrified 

plain-clothed villager who had been caught with a rebel flag or some other incriminating 
 

7 The discussion of the embedding of reporters, the fate of Ersa Siregar, and reporter deaths was a 
common topic among the activist community, as well as among reporters.  A wide variety of news spots 
discussed these issues. 

8 Inong Balee means “Widow’s Squadron.” According to rumor, they are excellent sharpshooters, whose 
husbands have been killed by the military and who have been raped. 
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evidence, held up against a wall with his friends at gunpoint.9  Always the segment ended 

with a scorecard reminiscent of a ESPN football game wrap up.  On one side, in blue, the 

“military casualties,” on the other side, the number of “GAM terrorists killed.”  The 

number of “GAM terrorists” killed was always at least 10 times of the military casualties.  

The military did, in fact, inflict 90% of the casualties during the security operation.  If 

those numbers represented only GAM and no civilians, however, GAM would have run 

out of people long before the end of the operation.10 

Another wedge between Aceh and the Javanese public was pre-existing racial and 

religious tension.  As a religious community, Acehnese sects of Islam were depicted as 

extremist and fundamentalist, while some Achenese critics depicted Javanese sects of 

Islam as nationalistic and in some cases jihadist.  Java, being overcrowded, had suffered 

economic depression since Suharto left.  The government began homesteading in the 

conflict zone, offering poor Javanese farmers land in Aceh.  Combined with the 

massacres against the Acehnese, the homesteading was viewed as an extremely 

threatening measure.  Violence erupted against Javanese communities in Aceh. 

Labeled as terrorists, the Acehnese were effectively isolated from allies within Indonesia.  

Refugees hiding in other parts of Indonesia or Malaysia were blamed for all manner of 

 
9 Nightly news reports following formats like this could be found on all of the major Indonesian networks 
after the 2003 military operation commenced. I watched these reports regularly with a group of excited 
non‐Acehnese spectators in North Sumatra. 

10 For a discussion on rebel casualties see footnote 14 on page 58. 
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social problems.  Remaining in hiding, they lived in constant fear of deportation to IDP 

camps in Aceh. 

Unlike East Timor, the Acehnese did not enjoy the benefit of strong international support; 

the story of Dr. McCulloch helps to illustrate why.  I met political scientist, Dr. Leslie 

McCulloch shortly after she had been released from prison in Indonesia.  A Scottish 

researcher based in Australia, her passion was Aceh.  But even in Australia, she said, the 

Indonesian Embassy would send people to attend public fora and academic talks on 

human rights in Indonesia, then make efforts to blacklist, discredit and otherwise defame 

problematic intellectuals.  Her experience in Aceh had been much more difficult. 

Traveling with a nurse from Texas, Joy Sadler, Dr. McCulloch had been documenting 

human rights abuses when her bus was stopped by the military.  They ordered her to hand 

over her bag, which included the names and photographs of people whose homes had 

been burned down by the military.  When she refused, the military commander punched 

her—prompting Joy to punch the military commander.  In the skirmish that followed, the 

documents escaped with the help of the Acehnese on the bus, but the women were sent to 

jail.  Officially imprisoning them for violating the terms of their visas by conducting 

unauthorized research, the police had higher aspirations.  Throwing things at them in the 

interrogation room, the police demanded that they sign a confession that would tie Dr. 

McCulloch and all of her research to Hasan di Tiro, exiled patriarch of the rebels, and 

keep her in prison for life.   
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The interrogations came on the heels of a series of beatings witnessed by the women. 

Leslie recounted, “we witnessed the most appalling abuses of human rights there.  

Almost without exception, everyone who was brought in accused of anything from 

shoplifting through to… being a fighter for the separatist movement was beaten in the 

process of their interrogation.” After the beatings, the interrogators would invite Joy and 

Leslie to the interrogation area to treat the prisoners, since Joy was a nurse and Leslie 

could translate. Their cell was next to the interrogation area, and many of the beatings 

were conducted while they were in the same room.  Even when they were not invited, in 

the long hours that they watched cockroaches cross their windowless cell, Leslie confided 

with a wince, “We heard their beatings.” 

Leslie had swallowed the SIM card from her telephone so that the military could not use 

it to find her informants.  To her horror, the prison guards brought the sewage from 

beneath her cell, dumped it in front of her cell door, and began to rake through it. 

William Nessen, an American journalist, was in Aceh when the 2003 military operation 

began. Every time he tried to surrender, he was fired upon.  Finally, at the cost of two 

Acehnese lives, he was taken into military custody, and jailed until he could pay his way 

out.  Upon returning to the US, newspapers refused to print his story, save an article in a 

San Francisco periodical (McCulloch 2003). 

After September 11th, 2001, the political landscape of the United States radically 

transformed. Regarded as Islamic fundamentalist separatists, the hope for developing a 

solidarity movement with Acehnese movement was dire.  International advocacy and 
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protest was increasingly marginalized, and the anti-Afghanistan and Iraq war efforts 

demanded the attention and energy of the American pool of internationally-minded 

activists.  

I asked Cut, the woman who had spoken about human rights before ExxonMobil’s 

Annual Shareholder’s Meeting, what she felt Americans could do about the situation in 

Aceh. She looked away when she began to answer the question. “I just… what I want 

from the American people, I… it is hard to say, Joshua,” laying her forehead onto her 

hand for support, her tired eyes met mine.  “Its hard to say after what is going on around 

here.  Because I think American people already have a lot on their hands and also in their 

minds.” 

So if political opportunities and resources cannot explain why the Acehnese continue to 

resist, what can?  Perhaps the answer can be revealed by Cut and her brother. 
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PART 6: THE RATIONAL ACTIVIST 

Cut Zahara Hamzah lives in Philadelphia, patiently caring for her exuberant children.  

She had been asked to speak at the ExxonMobil Shareholder’s Meeting in Dallas because 

of her brother, Jafar Siddiq Hamzah. 

Cut pulls her crying daughter on to her lap as she speaks to me. “Our parents did not want 

Jafar to be a lawyer.  They said, ‘Why you not pick another job? It is a very danger job.’” 

Jafar had worked for the Legal Aid Foundation in Aceh.  As a defense attorney, he was 

called on to represent two men accused of being rebels.  When his clients were burnt 

alive in their cells, the official claim was that they had managed to set themselves on fire.  

When Jafar protested, his offices were set on fire as well.  He applied for political asylum 

to the United States, and is known among the east coast Acehnese community as the first 

migrant to the US.  Working as a taxi driver in New York, he attended the New School as 

a PhD student in Political Science.  His activism continued, however, and he began to 

pursue the possibility of a legal case against ExxonMobil under American Tort law. 

Thereafter, he began to receive mysterious emails: "... we don't need to bring MOI [Mobil 

Oil Indonesia] to International Court ... Do what ever you wish, but remember!! Death is 

waiting you Mr. JAFAR" (Eddy 2003).11  

 
11 The text of the death threats were revealed by Jafar’s fellow students at the New School, and published 
in advocacy efforts after his disappearance. 

   



42 

 

In the summer of 2000, Jafar returned to Indonesia to meet with civil society leaders.  He 

called every hour to confirm his safety. While traveling in the city of Medan his phone 

calls stopped. 

Cut holds her baby close and places her hand on her head as she talks. “After midnight, 

we positively think that what we scare most—it’s happen…. It’s just like the nightmare it 

really happen…. They got him…. I blame myself because I can’t go with him and 

accompany him in Medan…. One day after he disappeared I go to Medan.”  Cut searched 

Medan for her brother, confronting the police and military and meeting with human rights 

groups in the process. In Jakarta, Cut turned to the U.S. Ambassador for help.  Cut hands 

her daughter to her husband. “They found 5 bodies and there is speculation between the 

journalists that one of that body could be my brother…  On my way to the airport on my 

way back to Medan, I got a phone call from my brother, and he say positively that one of 

the bodies is Jafar.” Cut’s voice cracks she lifts her head, biting her lip to hold back tears. 

Jafar Siddiq Hamzah had been found in a ditch, his body mutilated beyond recognition 

and wrapped in barbwire. 

“I don’t let anger get me.  For one month we were praying and praying and really hope 

that whoever took him will give him back to us.  Right?  Because he’s really,” she wipes 

tears from her eyes “a kind person.  He’s hate the violence.  What he tried to do, and that 

is his dedication, is tried to bring peace in Aceh.  And he do that with peace way, not with 

violence way…  so at that time, I don’t know how I feel but, I even feel that in one month 

we pray, not just me and my family but I can say that all of Acehnese pray for him, and,” 
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her voice cracked, “you know pray for him ‘Please God, bring him back safe’ something 

like that? But I don’t know, maybe I was thinking--I don’t know-- at that time I maybe 

lost my mind, I don’t know what I think about—I just can’t trust God at that time.” Cut’s 

husband tries to interrupt her, but she passes him a disapproving stare.  “If God really 

exist, he have to hear what people are praying for one month, not just one or two people, 

but thousand of them are praying for my brother’s safety.” 

Traditionally, economists and political scientists alike draw from the presumption of a 

rational actor.  For economists, like Collier, individuals are wealth-maximizing and the 

presence or absence of resistance be explained in terms of a rational economic calculus.  

Political scientists widen this concept to include self interest. Game theory, designed to 

conduct and predict balance of power calculations, requires rational, self-interested 

players. Thus the Kissingerian calculation behind abuses of human rights is predicated on 

the presumption of a rational actor as well.  What rational person would choose to resist 

under the threat of torture and death? 

In dealing with civil unrest, a simple Kissingerian calculation of the balance of power 

between the state and insurgents clearly falls in favor of the state.   However, this is not 

simply a question of military dominance—it is ultimately a cultural question.  Even when 

military superiority is achieved, the ultimate goal of insurgents and counter-insurgents 

alike is ideological identification.  If the general population believes that being Achenese 

means that they are not Indonesian, then Indonesia’s hold on Aceh will continue to be 
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contested. Thus, to truly understand the “rational activist,” we need to incorporate 

cultural factors such as identity. 

Identity itself can be explained as a rational calculus.  Caldiera (2000) notes that 

individuals confronted with social stigma often choose to disaffiliate with those identities 

in place of challenging stereotypes. On the other hand, Fredrik Barth (1995) argues that 

ethnicity is a mutable, relational identity, often manipulated for political ends.  Politicians 

may invoke new cultural identities to achieve power, generating new ethnic boundaries 

and self-concepts.  A person’s cultural identity, according to these insights, is not entirely 

predetermined.  It is a product of rationality and agency. 

In this view, the objective of war is not military dominance.  Using fear, the Indonesian 

military seeks to wipe out the cultural identity of the Acehnese, and replace it with an 

Indonesian nationalist identity.  This has tended to take the form of human rights abuses. 

Community activists, lawyers, and others openly critical of the military were in constant 

danger.  If a male activist wasn’t available when the military came to kidnap him, they 

would take their wife or daughter to rape and torture.  Refugees have many stories about 

this torture, none of which had any relationship to information seeking.  Torture 

techniques included the electrocution of the genitals, disfigurement, rape combined with 

public humiliation, insertion of a glass rod into the penis followed by breaking the rod, 

severe beatings (one man recounted being beaten until his intestines fell out), and many 
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other techniques.  Photographs circulated of a disturbingly thin, wasted man who in 

custody had his organs removed for transplant without his consent. 12 

As General Ryamizard Ryacudu explained to the government press agency Anatara (Dec. 

8, 2003): “People who dislike the military emergency in Aceh are GAM members. So if 

they have the same voice as GAM members, this will mean that they are the younger 

brothers of the separatist movement.”  Members of organizations critical of the military 

were assassinated or placed on public lists of terrorists.  This included people who 

worked with rape victims and women’s cooperatives.  Combined with international 

evacuation efforts, this was effective in removing the presence of civil society leaders in 

Aceh.  This was a double-edged sword for the military.  UNHCR status and 

organizational affiliation was a requisite of political asylum, and many activists continued 

their efforts somewhat effectively from abroad, allowing them to generate allies 

internationally where they had failed domestically. 

Despite the clear disincentive for affiliation with the independence movement, polls 

estimated that 90% of Acehnese voters favored independence (McCulloch 2003).  More 

conservative field estimates suggested 70% of the population supported the independence 

or referendum movement (Newsdesk 2002; “Farah” 2003). 

GAM cultivated ties with grassroots organizations and offered protection to civil society 

actors, who had nowhere else to turn.  “We did not realize what this would mean for our 

 
12 See footnote 4 on page 26. 
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relationship the international community,” one Acehnese grassroots activist explained, 

saying they had no idea that affiliation with the rebels could impede the ability of human 

rights organizations to advocate for them.  Despite the apparent benefits, all 

representatives of organizations expressed a desire to be completely independent from the 

rebels.  The rebel decision-making structure was military, hierarchical, and left no room 

for grassroots causes.  One activist remarked angrily “They called me, and tried to tell me 

what to do!  I yelled at him!  They have no business!”  

Unprotected from both the rebels and the military, the Acehnese activists are in a 

precarious position.  Rational Choice theorists have long been puzzled by the “free-rider” 

dilemma posited by Olsen in 1965.  If an individual will receive the benefits of social 

change even if he or she stays at home, why would he or she risk life and limb to engage 

in collective action? 

In place of looking at individual behaviors as a unit of decision-making, it may be useful 

to examine packages of behaviors, encapsulated in identities.  The rational-identity 

concept is not new.  "Pizzorno (1983a) has also emphasized that the presence of a 

collective identity is the condition for the calculation of the costs and benefits of action" 

(McAdam 1998: 31).  Melucci asserts that these expectations themselves are socially 

constructed products of identity.  "I propose that only if individual actors can recognize 

their coherence and continuity as actors will they be able to write their own script of 

social reality and compare expectations and outcomes.  Thus any theory of collective 
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action which incorporates the concept of expectations presupposes a theory of 

identity"(1989: 32).  

It should be no surprise that social movement theorists have been increasingly interested 

in the way identity is formed (Edelman 2001).  Drawing from survey data on why 

individuals chose to participate in high-risk civil rights activism, McAdam and Paulsen 

posit: “The conclusion is unmistakable: neither organizational embeddedness nor strong 

ties to another volunteer are themselves predictive of high-risk activism.  Instead it is a 

strong subjective identification with a particular identity, reinforced by organizational or 

individual ties, that is especially likely to encourage participation" (1993: 659). 

Tversky’s prospect theory suggests that the perception of losses as well as gains from a 

reference point motivate an individual to action (Tarrow 1998: 86-87).  With political, 

social, economic and environmental grievances in the picture, the price of failure is high; 

Olsen’s “free rider” is not safe even if he/she stays at home. For the Acehnese, subject to 

constant repression, torture and abuse, to imagine themselves under Indonesian rule is 

unbearable.  In choosing whether to identify as Indonesian subjects, GAM rebels, or an 

independent Acehnese, the activist must imagine what kind of future each identity holds.  

In this conception, the rational actor is an agent, selecting his or her role and the larger 

social structure it is situated within. 
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PART 7: THE DEVELOPMENT-CONTEST: AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL 

Bringing culture and identity into the equation, grievances do not relate linearly to 

conflict. They are situated in larger social and political structures.  

Anthropologist Guillermo Bonfil Batalla posited that the war in Chiapas was a product of 

conflicting civilizational trajectories simultaneously occupying a resource-rich area. 

Indigenous communities, living in the resource-rich Lancandon Jungle, held a vision for 

development based upon their position, identity, and historical experience.  He postulated 

that this indigenous project, composed of native interests, was pitted against the dominant 

project, composed of the state and multinational corporations looking gain profits from 

Chiapan timber and coffee.  In Bonfil Batalla’s view, Mexico could never develop unless 

the two projects combine and the dominant project built upon the largely ignored 

indigenous project.  This, he believed, was the core of the conflict. Bonfil Batalla thus 

situates cultural identities and the “script of reality” (Melucci 1998) that they produce in a 

battlefield of conflicting histories and development trajectories. 

"Civilization," "indigenous" and "development" are loaded terms, problematic for 

anthropologists.  “Civilization” has its roots in the false dichotomy of enlightenment 

rationality versus barbarism and implies a Western elitism. However, Bonfil Batalla's 

ideas behind these terms are still of value.  By “civilizational trajectory,” Batalla meant 

that local social systems had their own histories, changing over time-- that they were 

civilizations of equal prominence to Western civilization.  Stripping the ideological 

baggage of "civilization" and its stadial implications we could call it instead a "social 
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system trajectory." "Indigenous" is a problematic term as well, harkening images of the 

noble savage.  The term "indigenous project" is meant to encapsulate the pre-existing 

development vision of people native to the space in conflict, the existence of which is too 

often ignored.  It could be referred to instead as the “local project.” 

The concept of "development" too often presumes that the only possible vision for the 

future is that proposed by the state, that local people either comply with that vision or are 

visionless.  “Development,” in the hands of the state, is presumed to be a process of 

improvement. Bonfil Batalla calls into question the idea that “development” is a unified, 

linear project, with a unified history. In light of his insights, the narrative of development 

(traditional poor people industrialized and modernized with the help of the West) 

becomes just one side of an ideological battlefield.  Contested cultural identities are 

contested social, economic and political systems.  “Development” becomes the 

“development-contest.” 

The lessons learned in Chiapas apply well in Aceh. GAM (rebel) members will be quick 

to point out that GAM’s birth in 1976—coinciding with the commencement with LNG 

activity—was not the beginning of the rebellion. The rebels in Aceh trace their origins, 

coinciding with the loss of external control of their resources, to before the existence of 

the Indonesian state.  Acehnese insurgents had battled the Dutch colonialists since 1873, 

when the Dutch invaded the politically influential Sultanate.  Since the Dutch victory in 

1904, the guerillas continued intermittent fighting, at times between decades of inactivity. 

The family of Hasan di Tiro, the 1976 founder of the Free Aceh Movement (known as 
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Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, or GAM) has not just claimed the province of Aceh, they have 

claimed the Acehnese Sultanate (Barter 2004).13 

As the dominant project proceeds to develop resources, grievances are produced.  In 

Lhoksumawe, LNG-related illnesses are rampant, especially among children and the 

elderly (“Farah” 2003).  Dr. Leslie McCulloch adds: “[Lhoksumawe] is the area with the 

highest level of militarization, with the highest amount of extortion and human rights 

abuses.  This is directly linked to the presence of ExxonMobil” (2003).  As grievances 

intensify, more and more of the Achense turn to alternative social and political systems 

for support.  They situate their identity in the local project, and disaffiliate with the 

dominant project.  The two projects clash, and a complex conflict ensues with multiple 

actors loosely aligned with either project. 

Conflict is a healthy part of a pluralistic society.  A central variable in the nature of 

conflict (violent or non-violent) are the institutions that mediate it.  A CIA-funded study 

by a panel of scholars composing the Political Instability Task Force (formerly the State 

Failure Task Force) drew on research on conflicts from 1955-2005.  Variables were 

computer-modeled using a range of associations and configurations.  In the end, however, 

simple, direct correlations were the most predictive.  The two most important variables 

were the type of government institution and infant mortality.  As Collier might predict, 

dictatorships were very stable; however, so were strong democracies, which clearly have 

 
13 Hasan di Tiro comes from a family of famous clerics, and his lineage, however indirectly, is connected to 
the last Sultan of Aceh.  His claim to the Sultanate was widely supported by the Achenese in 2003. 
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windows of political opportunity for challengers.  The single greatest predictor of civil 

unrest was “weak democracy” (Goldstone 1999).  Vulnerability to instability, 

consequently, may be a product of the way in which different types of institutions deal 

with grievances. 

The rebel-greed, resource mobilization and political opportunity explanations do not 

carry the empirical support of a model based upon grievances and institutions.  

Humphries discovered that conflict onset relates to the past impacts of natural resource 

production, as opposed to the prospect for future production, casting severe doubt on the 

rebel-greed hypothesis.  Furthermore, the impact of resources on vulnerability to conflict 

was revealed to be independent of state strength (Humphries 2005).  The data can be 

interpreted to suggest that a realpolitik analysis of the balance of power is less useful than 

an analysis of institutional capacity for mediating conflict motivated by grievances. 

Geographer Philippe Le Billon’s develops this idea further: 

Within the historical processes shaping resource extraction political economies, 
several factors participate in the reproduction and transformation of resource-
linked conflicts. Resources and armed conflicts are related to the distortionary 
effects of dependence upon valuable resources on societies, the conflictuality of 
natural resources political economies…. The political economy, materiality and 
geography of resources can thus significantly influence the likelihood and course 
of armed conflicts. In turn the needs and practices of war have influenced the 
pattern of resource exploitation and the state of the environment. It is in this way 
that we can speak of a political ecology of war. (2001b: 566) 

 

   



52 

 

The distortionary effects mentioned above include the generation of grievances, and 

adverse impacts on democratic institutions.  Most importantly, resource rents insulate 

governments from accountability.  While resource-scarce governments require popular 

support to maintain power, resource-rich governments can mobilize resource rents to 

impact elections and/or engage in military repression (Le Billon 2001b). 

A tight economic and political control of a dominant resource sector by the ruling 
elite leaves little scope for accumulating wealth and status outside state patronage, 
especially in the case of mineral exporters. As the wealth and power gap between 
the ruling and the ruled increases, so does the frustration of marginalised groups 
seeing political change as the only avenue for satisfying their greed and 
aspirations, or expressing their grievances. In the absence of widespread political 
consensus — which cannot be maintained solely through a distribution of rents 
and repression — violence becomes for these groups the main, if not only route to 
wealth and power.  (Le Billon 2001b: 567) 

 

The institutional effects Le Billon describes are often a product of international politics. 

Perversely, political and military pressure to secure resource flows may be the causal 

mechanism that unites resource-wealth and violent conflict.   

Rich in natural resources, the most populous Islamic country in the world, and a history 

of Communist alignments, Indonesian politics are monitored carefully by American 

politicians. Suharto’s dictatorship was overthrown in 1998, as massive student protests 

swept the country. Yet Acehnese activists report that conditions in Aceh worsened after 

the transition from dictatorship to democracy.  Human rights violations increased in 

frequency and severity, and ultimately the province was placed under martial law.  
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Megawati, the daughter of Indonesia’s founder, Sukarno, was elected to the Presidency in 

2001.  Returning to democracy on the heels of East Timor’s independence, fear of 

Indonesia’s disintegration was an international concern.  Generals loyal to Suharto were 

implicated in hiring thugs to burn down churches in order to incite cycles of religious 

violence in the islands, causing problems for Megawati (Human Rights Watch 1999). In 

Aceh, speculation remained as to whether attacks on ExxonMobil’s refinery had not been 

paramilitary units hired by the military. Instability served to increase the influence of the 

military in national politics, reinforce the military’s role in providing private security to 

international corporations, and support arguments for renewed military aid and weapons 

sales.   

LeBillon notes that resources positioned close to centers of power produce very different 

conflicts than resources positioned far from centers of power.  Instability in Java has 

direct effects on the centers of power, while instability in Aceh is profitable.  As 

President Megawati struggled to demonstrate her control over the country and her ability 

to provide stable flows of LNG to the West, the increased military repression in Aceh 

weakened the state’s capacity to redress grievance, while generating new grievances.  

Conflict deepened as pluralism became an increasingly distant option. 

Ultimately, the state delegitimized itself.  The local population in Aceh did not believe 

that the government of Indonesia (nor its international allies, the US and ExxonMobil) 

will give up its cut of the money that the LNG activity provides.   In poetic parallel to the 

argument of World Bank Economist, Collier, that rebels are motivated by resource 
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predation, a common belief among the Acehnese is that the Republic of Indonesia is 

motivated by resource predation.  Ross concurs, arguing that a major factor in the conflict 

“has been the credibility of the central government, which has undermined its efforts to 

reach a settlement. …as a result, its offer of ‘special autonomy’ for Aceh was widely 

scorned in the province, even though it appeared to satisfy local demands for greater 

resource revenues and better protection against human rights abuses” (2005: 52). 

In summary, an alternative model for the resource-conflict link is centered on grievances 

(as situated in cultural identities and social structures) and the institutions that mediate 

them.  A process linking petroleum and conflict can be posited as follows: oil and gas 

revenues promise opportunity, but generate grievances in the form of livelihood 

vulnerability, illness, and economic distress.  These grievances motivate social 

mobilization, regardless of state strength.  Simultaneously, oil and gas adversely affects 

systems of governance, narrowing political opportunities within the institution leaving 

populations with extra-institutional, sometimes violent means as their only option for 

political action, while “weakening the ability of political institutions to peacefully resolve 

conflicts” (Le Billon 2001b: 562).  Conflict then manifests itself in terms of competing 

identities within competing social structures. 

It’s tempting to believe our own popular myth, that every conflict has its resolution. What 

does this alternative model mean for conflict management? 
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PART 8: THE ILLUSIONS OF PEACE 

To be a negotiator for the Free Aceh Movement (GAM) is considered a sacrifice.  The 

negotiators were elderly, no longer able to fight, and willing to accept that they may 

never return from the negotiations.  In order to attend the peace talks in Kyoto, the GAM 

delegates had to catch a plane in Jakarta.  On their way to the airport, they were 

intercepted by the Indonesian military.  They were detained, beaten and charged with 

treason, punishable by death.  It was under the threat of this death sentence that the 

venerable delegates were then released temporarily to participate in the peace talks 

(McCulloch 2003). 

The current literature on Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), models a process by 

which agreements may be reached.   Parties approach a negotiation or mediation with a 

range of acceptable outcomes.  Assuming the ranges overlap, an agreement can be made 

within the overlapping region-- the exact position depending upon the relative skill of the 

competing negotiators.  In political conflict scenarios, a mediator is used to help guide 

parties to the overlapping region and identify a mutually acceptable agreement.  In 

determining whether or not to accept an agreement, parties compare their best alternative 

to a negotiated agreement (BATNA) to the agreement on the table (Goldberg et al 2003; 

Fisher and Ury 1991). 

This view of the bargaining situation can help researchers understand the instability and 

violence which precedes and follows peace talks. For governments, violence and military 

dominance is believed to influence the BATNA of the challengers so that they might 
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accept a less favorable agreement.  Similarly, instability is key to the bargaining position 

of challengers.  When democratic institutions fail, the threat of instability is the only 

leverage social movements have—this threat negatively impacts the BATNA of the state, 

shifting the range of acceptable agreements in favor of challengers.   

Many “successful” agreements reached via ADR provide an illusion of peace without 

addressing the conditions generative of conflict.  Carolyn Nordstrom reports that 

frequently the international community’s declaration of peace is deceptive. Violence and 

hardship continue as the wartime military-economic structures retain their grip on 

contested communities.  She calls this the “time of not-war-not-peace.” She writes, “For 

many, surviving amidst the facts of peace and war, the definitions are empty words on 

meaningless pieces of paper” (2004: 173). 

There are three major reasons why ADR process often fails as a long term solution: 

1) Without political power, marginalized groups must maintain the threat of instability as 

leverage in the case that agreements fail to be implemented.  

2) Marginalized groups do not have the level of bargaining sophistication that dominant 

groups do.  Furthermore, by the nature of their marginalization, their BATNA will not be 

as attractive as that of the dominant group.  Consequently, serious reductions in social 

inequality and adequate resolution of grievances is an unlikely result of this process. 

3) Movements are heterogeneous, and the self-interests of individuals invited to the 

bargaining table may not represent those of the entire affected community.  Negotiated 
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agreements with rebel groups, thus, may not resolve the grievances of the movement as a 

whole. 

“Peace” becomes a synonym for latent conflict.   

For the Acehnese rebels, peace has been fleeting moments of uncontested occupation, 

between one and a half centuries of guerilla war.  Since the beginning of LNG activity, 

“peace” has come and left Aceh multiple times. The dominant and local projects remain 

unreconciled, The grievances felt by Acehnese general population, observable in the form 

of continued social inequality, continue to sew unrest.  Binford echoes these sentiments 

in his analysis of violence on the other side of the globe: “Study of the unfavorable peace 

settlement, which preserved unequal structural relations, is probably necessary in order to 

shed light on the high levels of post-war violence” (2002: 203). 

Accepting temporary defeat, rebels “demilitarize” while secretly maintaining and 

recuperating weapon stocks until they are strong enough to fight again.  If the rebels 

accept total defeat, grievances and the conflicting trajectories of historical identities 

provide a tinderbox for splinter groups or completely new separatist movements. 

In this tinderbox, once again, “peace” has come to Aceh. 

On December 26, 2004, a tsunami swept southeast Asia.  Aceh was nearest to the 

epicenter of the quake, and suffered 70% of the casualties.  One in four people died.  For 

weeks, bodies lined the streets. 170,000 people had been killed in one of the largest 
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natural disasters ever experienced. Immediately thereafter, the rebels declared a unilateral 

ceasefire (Suheri 2003). 

The military maintained its ban on relief efforts for three days, before caving to 

international pressure, under the condition that the military would control all aid 

distribution. The military continued to attack the rebels for two months after the cease 

fire, killing more than 200.  For “security purposes” aid was restricted to territories 

aligned with Indonesian national government.  A small minority of international 

organizations protested the military’s use of relief funds, arguing that it was not going to 

where it was needed the most (Jereski 2005; Suheri 2006) 

The rebels who were primarily based on the coast were hardest hit. After 3,000 deaths 

during the war, a quarter of the population wiped out by the tsunami, estimates on how 

many of the original 5,000 GAM troops remained are only speculative.14 Despite the 

unilateral cease-fire by GAM, the Indonesian military has declared all areas rumored to 

be supportive of GAM off limits to humanitarian aid groups.  More importantly, without 

international help, rebel controlled regions were completely unable to handle the disaster 

and the disease that would follow from the rotting corpses contaminating the water 

supply. 

 
14 Ross estimates 12‐15,000 at the peak of GAM activity, a number which may be grossly inflated. Actual 
figures are difficult to confirm and there have been a wide range of estimates.  The military provides one 
estimate publicly, then another when attempting to acquire military support from foreign powers.  
Acehnese civilians and rebel contacts estimated roughly 5,000 at the time of the 2003 operation.  It was 
not unusual for the military to claim 200 kills a month. 

   



59 

 

In this context, a peace agreement was signed in 2005. 

BBC News reported a happy tale of peace: 

“Ballots not bullets” 

Former members of the Free Aceh Movement (Gam) and an ex-army general are 
among those standing for election, as well as representatives from the powerful 
Indonesian party, Golkar. 

Former Gam fighter Muhammad Nazar said there is "no other choice" for the ex-
fighters but to take part in the election. 

"We must have control of the executive, form a local party, control the 
legislature... no longer with weapons," he told the AFP news agency. 

"This is not to end the struggle but to alter it from an armed conflict to political 
institutions which are more conducive," 

Previously, Aceh's governor and deputy governor were appointed by the 
Indonesian central government in Jakarta. 

The incumbent governor, Azwar Akubakar, hopes to be elected to his post, but 
also congratulated Gam on the switch "from bullets to ballots". (2006) 

The formula for “peace” is often an agreement followed by “landmark” elections.  In a 

more cynical interpretation, key rebel leaders are invited into the cabal of local 

governance in exchange for an agreement.  Grievances are left unaddressed, and civil 

society remains excluded from the system.  Social unrest continues. 

Piven and Cloward write, “it is usually when unrest among the lower class breaks out of 

the confines of electoral procedures that the poor may have some influence, for the 

instability and polarization they then threaten to create by their actions in the factories or 

in the streets may force some response from electoral leaders” (in McAdam 1997: 340).  
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Piven and Cloward’s observations that instability produces results is echoed in Tarrow’s 

observation that even “in democratic systems, elections are routine events and are usually 

dominated by institutional parties, which pass rules to maintain their monopoly of 

representation.  …political instability encourages contention.” (1998: 78). 

In some ways, the peace agreement left the Acehnese with less than they had prior to the 

Operation.  A Republic of Indonesia nationalist sect of Islam, previously banned in Aceh, 

was allowed to operate freely.  The ban on local political parties in Aceh had been eased, 

which pleased rebel leaders who could now run for office.  Civil society leaders were still 

critical however, saying that the regulation of the party system was still a serious 

problem, and choosing between a GAM leader and a Jakarta-based party representative 

was not an adequate choice, allowing for civilian leadership (Suheri 2006). 

It’s clear from the BBC report that the agreement and the elections served only GAM and 

the Republic of Indonesia. To achieve lasting peace, however, we must recognize that the 

conflict in Aceh is not a two-party conflict that can be solved by a two-party negotiation. 

It would be a mistake to condense the dominant project and the local project into two 

homogenous edifices.  These projects, and the identities that they encapsulate are better 

viewed as loose coalitions of heterogeneous actors.  Moreover, the two projects influence 

and re-define each other over time.  Melucci confirms this observation. Like Barth, for 

Melucci "collective identity" is concerned with the field of constraints/opportunities it 

produces.  Drawing upon Kriesberg’s “multiple action paradigm” where actors operate 

within a “field of interaction” Melucci examines the way that movements and 
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governments affect each other.  He observes that movements themselves are composed of 

interacting, heterogeneous components: "...a social movement is not a unified 'subject' 

but always a composite action system, in which widely differing means, ends and forms 

of solidarity and organization converge in a more or less stable manner” (1989: 28). 

The resource curse, reframed with the help of Melucci and Bonfil Batalla, is not a simple 

case of greedy rebels, but a product of the competition between two heterogeneous 

coalitions--with different histories and social system trajectories-- over the course of 

development for communities and spaces via collective identity.  Lasting peace requires 

recognition of all of these elements, as opposed to a temporary agreement between state 

and rebel representatives. 

The dominant project in Aceh 

The composite action system that makes up the “dominant project” can be divided into 

categories and sub-categories ad infinitum, but for ease of analysis, we won’t delve too 

deeply into the factions within factions so to speak.  The following major actors can be 

identified: 

The Indonesian Government: Based in Jakarta, the Indonesian government has always 

been Javanese.  The government walks a tightrope between placating international 

investors, navigating international politics, maintaining a hold on its own military, 

securing stability in the overcrowded island of Java, and keeping the country from 
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complete dissolution as a wide range of diverse groups struggle for self-determination 

throughout the islands. 

The US Government: Particularly post 9-11, the American government has taken an 

interest in Indonesia, the most populous Islamic country in the world. Indonesia was, in 

fact, the site of the second major terrorist attack following 9-11.  In addition to a cultural-

political interest Indonesia, the government of the United States does not want to loose 

the economic gains it made during Suharto’s dictatorship in the new transition to 

democracy. Personal and economic ties are evident: Kissinger has an active interest in 

Indonesia and holds stock in a gold company in the contested territory of Papua New 

Guinea.  The US Ambassador to Indonesia during the East Timor crisis, Paul Wolfowitz, 

was influential in the Bush Administration, as evidenced by his unchallenged election to 

the World Bank Presidency (before being removed by the Europeans).  Wolfowitz 

frequently advocated for renewed military relations with the Indonesian government, 

even after the FBI probe investigating the murder of the American teachers/human rights 

advocates in Papua. 

The ExxonMobil Corporation: The largest corporation in the world, ExxonMobil relies 

heavily upon its revenues from its natural gas fields in Aceh, administered through a 

production sharing agreement with the state oil company Pertamina.  Under its current 

contract, ExxonMobil is required to hire Indonesian Military as its security forces.  

ExxonMobil has also been accused of paying a nominal war tax to GAM.  The military 
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has clearly blemished ExxonMobil’s image, but not to the same degree as other events, 

such as the Exxon-Valdez spill.  

The Indonesian Military: An estimated 70% of the Indonesian military’s official budget 

comes from military business—not accounting for the extra-legal commerce that the 

military engages in.  This money comes from security contracts with companies like 

ExxonMobil and military owned businesses, like rubber plantations in North Sumatra.  

The Indonesian military is savvy about how to benefit from conflict and reconstruction, 

and has been accused of hiring Communist organizers to cause problems for its 

competition.  There has also been speculation that the military launched plain-clothed 

attacks on ExxonMobil for its own financial and political gain. 

Questions have risen about Megawati’s ability to control the military.  One Human 

Rights Watch report speculated that generals loyal to Suharto had hired thugs to ignite the 

inter-religious violence that erupted in the mixed Catholic and Islamic islands of Maluku 

and Ambon with the intention of causing political problems for Megawati.  

Pemuda Pancasilas: Pemuda Pancasilas is a right-wing political party composed 

primarily of young men, many of whom sell drugs for the military.  Consequently, 

Pemuda Pancasilas functions simultaneously as one of the military’s many political, 

economic and paramilitary arms.  Members enjoy relative impunity and are free to 

engage in extortion in the communities they inhabit.  The arrest of a Pemuda Pancasilas 

member in North Sumatra resulted in a military attack on the police compound, killing 

seven police.  In Jakarta, Pemuda Pancasilas rioted in front of KOMNAS-HAM, a human 
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rights organization dedicated to the disappeared.  Members threw rocks in windows and 

threatened staff while the police avoided the area. 

The local project in Aceh 

As was with the dominant project, there are more factions and factions of factions than 

will fall within the scope of our analysis. The groups selected here are far from unitary, 

loosely united by discourses that support the rectification of power inequalities between 

the Acehnese and the Republic of Indonesia.  United might be an overstatement, as these 

groups maintain distinct interests, methods and identities. In their opposition of the 

dominant project, however, they are viewed as one. To quote General Ryamizard 

Ryacudu once again: “People who dislike the military emergency in Aceh are GAM 

members. So if they have the same voice as GAM members, this will mean that they are 

the younger brothers of the separatist movement.” 

My demarcation of groups in the indigenous project is based upon interviews with civil 

society activists and organizationally unaffiliated refugees in Sumatra during the 2003 

crisis. 

Gernakan Aceh Merdeka: The rebel movement is known as GAM or the ASNLF. 

Composed of only 5,00015 members, it could be argued that GAM does not constitute a 

military threat so much as a symbolic threat, as an estimated 70-90% of Acehnese 

support Acehnese independence.  Hasan Tiro and the GAM leadership remains in 

 
15 As noted in footnote 14 on page 58, this number is speculative. 
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Sweden under political asylum.  The perceived connection to Europe provides hope for 

many Acehnese, who do not realize that GAM leadership maintains a mundane existence, 

some working wage-labor jobs, with little or no access to European political leadership.   

As the 2003 military operation began, many of the GAM leaders fled to Malaysia, where 

they attempt, with varying degrees of success, to maintain influence over the cells in 

Aceh.  

One notable squadron is Inong Balee, which translates as “widows’ troops,” composed of 

women who had been raped or whose husbands had been killed by the Indonesian 

military.  Their presence was instrumental in both the national and international press. 

International and National Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): The crisis in Aceh 

has attracted a wide range of organizations that are extremely difficult to encapsulate into 

one group. International NGOs (INGOs) raise money, usually from the West to do 

projects benefiting the community. In addition to re-granting from international NGOs, 

national NGOs may secure money from a variety of national sources.   

When refugees think of NGOs, they tend to think of national and international 

humanitarian NGOs.  This category does not include advocacy NGOs and or grassroots 

activists groups, some of whom get their funding from INGOs. 

As is common everywhere, there is a great deal of tension within the NGO community, 

especially between the grassroots organizations (which tend to be more radical) and the 

well-funded international projects.  Many refugees are very critical of NGOs.  They view 
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the people who work for them as engaging in a form of war-profiteering.  Using the 

images of hungry children and devastating war, NGO workers secure high salaries.  Even 

Western NGO workers are often surprised by the lavish lifestyles that individuals 

working for NGOs can afford. 

Those locals who are hired by NGOs tend to be wealthiest, able to communicate 

professionalism and a shared culture of wealth to prospective funders.  While a handful 

of wealthy Acehnese lead NGO operations, the majority of NGOs prefer to disperse 

funds though Jakarta, working with ethnic Javanese who have access to the best 

institutions of education Indonesia has to offer.  The ethnic tensions between the Javanese 

and the Acehnese cannot be understated.  Some of these organizations keep the bulk of 

the money for themselves while doing their programs at a low cost through a clientalist 

relationship with smaller Acehnese grassroots groups or start-up nonprofits who petition 

these organizations for funds. 

Like the government, the NGO sector is incredibly corrupt.  Organizations sell project 

documentation to each other so that they can raise money for programs they haven’t 

done. An estimated 30% of any grant typically goes unaccounted for.  In some cases the 

percentage is much higher.  For example, Columbia University, Human Rights Watch 

and Amnesty International established an emergency evacuation fund for endangered 

activists with a Jakarta-based NGO, but little if any of the funds were dispersed.  For the 

few activists who made it to Jakarta on their own, these funds were used for resettlement.  

The organization looked for any reason to withdraw funds, however.  One activist was 
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refused funds because he was calling back to Aceh too frequently, and the organization 

felt that he was still in the “terrorist mindset” (McCulloch 2003). 

Grassroots activist groups: In 2003, Indonesia boasted a vibrant civil society.  Coalitions 

of students, adults and activists met monthly or weekly to discuss political strategy.  

Social bonds are strong: after weekly prayer, it is not unusual for large groups of men to 

meet for overnight discussion until they all pass out on the living room floor.  In any 

given locale, there is a wide array of semi-funded or unfunded organizations each with 

their own acronym.  In a handful of cases, INGOs like Save the Children and Oxfam have 

chosen to provide additional funding to these organizations. 

Advocacy NGOs and Western Activists: Human rights and advocacy NGOs do work that 

would be unsafe for Indonesians.  When Indonesian staff have been hired to do politically 

sensitive work, they have been killed.  Human rights NGOs then have the challenge of 

navigating the political undercurrents of the community without long relationships with 

local staff.  As well, pressure to be “balanced” in order to gain legitimacy can produce 

reports that do not accurately depict imbalanced situations.  One rebel incident is given 

equal weight to one hundred military incidents. 

Alongside these organizations, several Western individuals have taken up the Acehnese 

cause, traveling to Aceh generating at least the illusion of international solidarity in the 

Indonesian press.  The jailing of American reporter William Nessen, British-Australian 

researcher Dr. Leslie McCulloch and American nurse Joy-Lee Saddler was well reported 

throughout Indonesia, and legendary within the Acehnese community. 
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Joining the Projects 

Research on alternative dispute resolution (ADR) has insightfully concluded that simply 

identifying a grievance-resolving solution is not enough.  Conventional thinking on 

multiparty disputes argues that the involved parties must generate solutions themselves 

through negotiation. A longer-term view applies this wisdom to institutions.  Conflict is a 

healthy part of a pluralistic society, and grievances are inevitable. Grievance interacts 

with institutional factors to shape the way conflicting interests are articulated, violently or 

nonviolently; thus institutional reform is central to peace. 

Bonfil Batalla’s vision is a similar one, a Hegelian synthesis of the thesis and anti-thesis 

of the dominant and local projects.  In Bonfil Batalla’s solution, the state would function 

as a meta-institution recognizing the local project and synthesizing it with the compatible 

interests of the dominant project.  Bonfil Batalla imagines a future where the state 

functions as a facilitator in place of a colonizer. 

As the GAM negotiators demonstrate, beaten and imprisoned, we are still a long way 

from this vision.  
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PART 9: CURSES, CONFLICTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

In summary, the model I propose for understanding resource-based conflicts is as 

follows: 

1. Conflicting social, economic and political systems (dominant and indigenous projects) 

occupy the same space. 

2. Strategic resources are discovered, and the dominant project begins to assert itself. 

3. Development of resources produces a wide array of grievances: social, environmental, 

and political 

4. External influence, political insulation from resource rents, and the determination of a 

region as being strategic produces anti-democratic effects on governance. The field of 

political opportunities to redress grievances is narrowed to extra-state activities such as 

rebellion or rioting.  

5. Grievances place the dominant and local projects in conflict.  The use of resources 

becomes the centerpiece of conflict over differing visions of development.  Parties 

loosely organized into the “dominant project” and the “indigenous project” compete to 

determine the economic, social and cultural structure of the area in question, a battle 

which is largely expressed in community identities.  
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6. Projects compete for cultural identities among the general population. Human rights 

abuses, mistakenly viewed as persuasive by realpolitik-inspired governments, increase 

grievances and fuel the conflict. 

7. “Peace” is secured by manipulating political opportunity structures and resource 

mobilization capacities, but failing to recognize the grievances of the entire indigenous 

project. This generates latent conflict. 

8. Conflict recurs. 

 

Without major theoretical and practical readjustments, the resource curse appears as an 

endless cycle of violence.  Grievances (absent in many analyses) continue in Aceh 

without systems of redress. 

"Aceh has never received any benefit from the presence of ExxonMobil on its 
soil," Faisal Ridha of the Aceh Referendum Information Center (SIRA) wrote via 
email. "In fact, they have been impoverished by this presence, their lands had 
been confiscated without adequate compensations, their livelihood destroyed by 
pollution ... They have to suffer under a very oppressive military occupation just 
for the sake of letting the company operate unchecked." (Newsdesk 2002) 

 

Unable to find institutional redress in Indonesia, the Acehnese continue to look 

elsewhere.  The death of lawyer Jafar Siddiq Hamzah stimulated protest in New York, 

organized by his peers at the New School.  Following in Jafar’s line of inquiry, the 

International Labor Rights Fund took a case against ExxonMobil for alleged human 
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rights abuses, on behalf of 11 anonymous plaintiffs.  The Court formally consulted the 

Department of State, which replied that the trial of ExxonMobil could hamper the 

international war on terror, and the court should not pursue the case.  The case was 

suspended indefinitely. 

Despite the favorable reports from BBC, Aceh does not appear to have escaped the 

resource curse.  As Gramsci noted, rebellion is more likely to replace despotism than to 

reform it, and new rebellions are then born.  Peace and equality are ideals that seem 

eternally out of reach.   

Indonesia is the largest producer of LNG in the world. Soon, it will be one of the largest 

producers of petroleum as well.  In a recent press statement the Indonesian Agency for 

the Assessment and Application of Technology (BPPT) and its German counterpart 

Bundesanstalt fur Geowissenschaften und Rohstoffe (BGR) announced the massive 

finding of an oil and gas reserve off the western coast of Aceh.  The size of the reserve 

may reach 320 billion barrels, making it by far the largest oil and gas reserve in the 

world. 

Lasting stability in Aceh will only become an increasing concern of the West and of 

Acehnese. This will only be compounded by the continued omission of grievances as a 

causal factor in conflict. Analysts should re-evaluate the idea that stability can be 

achieved by military dominance.  As Bonfil Batalla seeks a synthesis of the dominant and 

local projects, political analysts should consider a merger of ideological and realist 
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politics.  If grievances are given their proper place as central to conflict, realpolitik can 

find a common ground with the universal values of pluralism and human rights. 

Paul Collier and Henry Kissenger continue to shape policy independent of the insights 

generated by ethnographic analysis.  Meanwhile, anthropological discussions often 

continue independently of discourses occurring in other disciplines.  Core 

anthropological concerns on the very nature of culture in the post-colonial context could 

benefit from a dialogue with political scientists and economists.  As well, policymakers 

would benefit from anthropological insights on the relationship between resources and 

conflict.  Thus, it would serve anthropologists well to speak to the theories 

operationalized in policy today. The materialist causality of Collier and the parallel 

discourses of resource movement and political opportunity structure scholars need to be 

critically re-examined.  Via praxis theory, careful study of identity and its relationship to 

governance, nation-building, and extra-institutional social structures can lead to a better 

understanding of ways to reconcile Bonfil Batalla’s conflicting projects and counteract 

Le Billon’s distortionary institutional impacts.  Ultimately, applied anthropological praxis 

can illuminate avenues for the construction of civil society in the battlefield of conflicting 

identities, and the battlefield of conflicting identities can illuminate avenues for 

reconceptualizing core anthropological conceptions of culture and cultural 

transformation. 
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