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Conclusion

This book set out to explore how authority is constituted in the inter-
relation between state formation and local politics in the borderlands of  
West Kalimantan, Indonesia. The special borderland features and the 
shifting extent of  state authority along these state edges, it is argued, have 
created novel opportunities for upward political and economic mobility 
for some resourceful elite members of  the border communities. Through 
their often intricate and historically complex networks of  patronage 
with state agents and wider cross-border relations, these border elites 
have positioned themselves as both patrons and brokers, controlling ac-
cess to valuable natural resources and becoming guardians of  regional 
autonomy. Such acts of  self-determination or ‘semi-autonomy’ are most 
evident in the borderland occupied by the ethnic Iban, who have enjoyed 
a large degree of  autonomy based on local traditional rules and customs. 
 The book rests on the premises that territorial borders, such as that 
between West Kalimantan (Indonesia) and Sarawak (Malaysia), offer an 
exciting study arena, on which to view, the diffuse dynamics that shape 
and foster processes of  state formation. Hence, borders and adjacent 
borderlands can tell us important things about how marginal citizens 
relate to their nation-state and in particular, how alliances, with their 
competing and multiple loyalties, are managed on a daily basis. In addi-
tion, whereas border populations often have been portrayed as more or 
less passive victims of  state power, this book has challenged this view by 
showing that these power relationships are not so clear-cut. 
 The book argues for a more benign approach in understanding the 
relationship between state and society along borders than has generally 
been the case. While acknowledging that some of  these relationships 
played out on the border are similar to that of  other marginal peoples, it 
argues that the special political and economic circumstances along bor-
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ders make them ‘extreme’ places to observe state-society relations. The 
borderland dynamics presented in the book provide vivid evidence of  the 
fragmented character of  the Indonesian state and how it is both ‘a part 
of  and apart from society’ as phrased by Migdal (2001). This perspective 
reminds us that the Indonesian state is non-monolithic and multifaceted 
– even disaggregated, as it is constituted through an ongoing negotiation 
with various levels of  society. As suggested by Barker and Van Klinken, 
‘institutional patchiness’ might be a more accurate term in describing the 
institutional arrangement of  the modern Indonesian state (Barker and 
Van Klinken 2009). 
 This patchiness or disaggregation is particularly evident when the 
nation is viewed from its spatial limits – its geographical borders – where 
the imagined unitary state is repeatedly challenged through the existence 
of  competing non-state forms of  authority. In this case, these non-state 
forms of  authority take the form of  small border elites, men of  ability 
operating in the twilight of  legality and illegality, and whose multifaceted 
networks span the border. Here these non-state forms of  authority defy 
the constraints of  strict territorial boundaries. They have historically 
negotiated the value of  these artificial lines in the landscape, and formed 
small zones of  semi-autonomy in adjacent borderland zones where state 
authority is under siege and manipulated. 

fluid borders and fluctuating borderlands

To conclude, I will return to the question I posed in the introductory 
chapter: If  the border is to be understood as a productive site for study-
ing state formation and the everyday and often mundane bureaucratic 
practices of  governance, then what can we learn about ‘the state’ from 
local perceptions of  the border? Answering this question, I have argued 
that in their role as key symbols of  state sovereignty and makers of  
statehood, borders and borderlands become places where states often 
are most eager to govern and exercise their power. Borders become 
the raison d’être of  state sovereignty. Yet as illustrated throughout this 
book, borders and borderlands are also places where state authority 
is most likely to be challenged, questioned and manipulated as border 
communities often have multiple loyalties that transcend state borders 
and contradict state concepts of  sovereignty, territory and citizenship. 
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State strengths and weaknesses are thus especially apparent along these 
edges of  the nation. Further, because of  the suspicion with which central 
government has often viewed the border communities and because of  
these communities’ marginal status as rebellious frontier dwellers, there 
is a paradoxical shifting allegiance to the nation-state, which appears to 
be accentuated by the dual character of  borders. 
 At times, local strategies involve the evocation of  strong national loy-
alties and the use of  government rhetoric of  development and security, 
while in other circumstances, or simultaneously, questions of  autonomy 
and separatism towards neighbouring Malaysia are evoked. Thus, bor-
ders and adjacent borderlands provide a context where the dynamics 
between state and society become explicit. While former approaches 
to understanding state and society relations along territorial borders 
have portrayed state authority as nearly complete, and border popula-
tions as strongly resistent to its presence, this book has sought to widen 
our understanding of  these dynamics by adding the level of  mutual 
interaction (although often unequal). That is, I show how those local 
everyday strategies are not necessarily opposed to central state aspira-
tions or attempts to counter its authority. On the contrary, they are to a 
large degree complementary, occurring in the intersection of  interests 
between state authorities and local communities. As insightfully noted 
by Migdal, 

The two boundaries of  the state, the territorial and the state-society di-
vide, are not inviolable, no matter how much state officials claim to the 
contrary. Other practices, many of  which are incorporated into the state 
by its own agents and officials, blur, erase, or diminish these boundaries, 
boundaries that the state image portrays as sacrosanct. Through manifold 
alliances, state officials and other social actors engage in practices that 
reduce the importance of  the line separating the state from other social 
groupings – collectively, society – as well as that separating it from other 
states (Migdal 2004:22). 

In order to understand the effects of  future negotiations over border 
resources, and the power relations entangled in these negotiations, the 
book argues, we need to look at the larger historical and political con-
text of  state formation along the border. By applying a process-oriented 
approach and by investigating local negotiations of  autonomy I have il-
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lustrated the ‘hidden’ connections between what, at first glance, seem to 
be disjoined events. When viewed in a historical and extra-local context, 
these events become linked and provide great insight into how local bor-
der agents have maintained an active role in shaping the borderland and 
the adjacent border over time. I have argued that in order to understand 
contemporary socio-economic processes taking place in the borderland, 
we need to look at the overall borderland experience and take into ac-
count dynamic historic processes and long-term patronage networks. 
This is done by documenting how border elites in the remote border 
district of  Kapuas Hulu have actively responded to past and present 
political transformations. By unravelling their engagement with various 
levels of  government bureaucracy I have attempted to fill empirical gaps 
in our understanding of  the processes of  collaborative state and commu-
nity formation that take place along international borders. 
 Based on an historical account of  the Dutch and British colonial par-
titioning of  the border in the mid-twentieth century, Chapter 3 discussed 
the deep anxieties of  the Dutch colonial state about the border popula-
tion and how attempts to subdue these recalcitrant subjects and extend 
the colonial administrative discipline to the unruly border areas resulted 
in a pronounced local suspicion of  state authority among the majority 
of  the border population. Moreover, colonial events illustrate how local 
border strategies were shaped in response to conflicting state discourses 
on either side of  the border. One major contributing factor to these Iban 
and colonial skirmishes was a long history of  movement, particularly for 
trade and warfare, that did not recognize arbitrary state borders. 
 These first colonial encounters further show how the border popu-
lation took advantage of  the artificial line dividing Dutch and British 
territories and the anxiety experienced by the colonial rulers concerning 
the shifting national loyalties of  their border subjects. As demonstrated, 
the border population never became the loyal ‘taxable’ state subjects 
envisioned by the colonial administrators. On the contrary, the border 
population continued its economic, social and political interactions 
with communities on the other side of  the border and still do so. Post-
independence, the border population once again was pulled into the 
macro politics of  territoriality and state formation, now under the new 
authoritarian Indonesian state. 
 Chapter 4 explains how the border population became tangled up 
in highly militarized international disputes with neighbouring Malaysia 
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and military cooperative ‘counter-insurgency’ efforts by the two states. 
Under great pressure from both sides in the conflicts, the border popu-
lation chose the flexible strategy of  betting on both sides, which often 
meant compromising their loyalty to the Indonesian state. The degree of  
national loyalty among the majority of  the border population was con-
tinually questioned, resulting in severe punishment, violence, and forced 
national indoctrination. 
 However, a small border elite, through its active involvement in the 
fighting, managed to establish powerful alliances with high-ranking mili-
tary officers, which was no small achievement at the time, considering 
the highly authoritarian regime at the centre. Although collusion with 
the military created some internal resentment towards members of  the 
border elite, it also meant that the border communities were given a fair 
amount of  autonomy in dealing with local matters. Moreover, this elite, 
made up of  various traditional leaders, strengthened its own authority by 
acting as brokers between the local and central level in negotiating access 
to the borderland’s immense forest resources. 
 By exploring the historical connections between past and present bor-
derland strategies, the book has thus illustrated how the foundation for 
present elite authority and the quest for increased autonomy was forged 
in negotiations with first the Dutch colonial state and later the changing 
regimes of  the modern Indonesian state. It has shown how traditional 
institutions of  leadership officially became recognized as institutions of  
authority by the colonial and postcolonial state, resulting in increased 
power of  negotiation by these leadership figures. Consideration of  these 
historical borderland dynamics when examining recent processes of  de-
centralization and regional autonomy renders the continuity of  border-
land strategies most evident. Here the book emphasizes the importance 
of  regional historical context for understanding the interrelatedness of  
seemingly unconnected events. 

claiming authority, negotiating autonomy

In Chapters 5 and 6 the linkages between border elites, local govern-
ment and cross-border entrepreneurs are examined in the context of  
administrative decentralization. These chapters demonstrate that the 
decentralization processes in Indonesia has created mass incentives for 

Michael Eilenberg - 9789004253469
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:07PM

via free access



288

| At the edges of  states

some segments of  local society to capitalize on their newfound author-
ity, especially those with an already existing and long-term network of  
influence reaching beyond the immediate local level. In this case, such 
networks not only pointed towards the centre of  governance in Jakarta 
but also breached its territorial borders. The dynamics involved in the 
intricate patronage relations between the Iban border population and 
Malaysian Chinese timber barons/gangsters (tukei) demonstrate the 
special advantages of  being located between two economically divergent 
nation-states. 
 On the surface, these relations seem to be purely anarchic and ad 
hoc, perpetuated by mere ‘gangsters’, but in reality, non-state forms of  
authority, built on long-term trust and strong cross-border interconnec-
tions, facilitate them. Local socio-economic involvement with the vari-
ous Malaysian tukei was thus part of  a locally accepted survival strategy 
among borderland populations. The strength of  these non-state forms of  
authority is a clear indicator of  the weak presence of  government rule 
during this period of  increased regional autonomy. 
 The book discusses how these borderland strategies, carried out in 
the intersection between legality and illegality, too easily are condemned 
as mere criminal acts. It considers such views insufficient as they fail to 
take into account how borderland people themselves define their actions 
and give meaning to their lives. What is actually happening to these in-
habitants of  the edges on the Indonesian nation-state? The book argues 
that state definitions of  what is deemed legal and illegal are situational 
and inconsistent. They depend on changes in state strategies and poli-
cies that do not necessarily coincide with local borderland definitions of  
legality. Local claims of  legitimacy, in this case, are expressed by empha-
sizing a deep identification with the borderland and with perceived rights 
to take part in and profit from border advantages. Here certain illegal 
activities are locally rendered licit practice and understood as reasonable 
and rational behaviour. 
 The book argues for a more nuanced understanding of  so-called ‘il-
legal activities’ in the West Kalimantan borderlands and elsewhere along 
Southeast Asian borders that moves beyond rigid categories of  ‘legal’ 
and ‘illegal’. Such absolute categories do little justice to local realities 
where these distinctions are less clearly disaggregated or outright impos-
sible to make. The book suggests that borderlands provide us with an 
especially good locale for observing the shortcomings of  these official 
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distinctions. Additionally, the borderland traits described in this study 
seem applicable throughout Southeast Asian borderlands – regions often 
situated along similar resource-rich and politically contested borders. 
Conclusions derived from the Indonesian case could raise interesting 
questions in advancing our understanding of  Southeast Asian border-
lands in general. 
 Moreover, as pointed out by Schulte Norholdt and Van Klinken, the 
rise of  localism or regionalism contrasted with decentralization ‘made 
certain hidden aspects of  the state more explicit as it revealed the extent 
to which local actors used the state for their own interests’ (2007a:24). 
Ultimately the borderland can be viewed as a critical site for exemplify-
ing the changing dynamics of  state authority that Indonesia is experi-
encing in the wake of  decentralization. The insights to be drawn from 
these borderland cases suggest that although lines of  authority have to 
a certain degree been rearranged during the decentralization processes, 
considerable continuities with former arrangements of  informal net-
works and alliances remain. 
 Border elites who colluded with the Soeharto regime have largely 
maintained their networks and remain active players in local politics in 
the post-Soeharto period, often with enhanced authority as a result of  
increased regional autonomy and the ability to bypass central state au-
thorities. Thus, this study shows the continuity in informal networks and 
that the reshuffling of  authority since decentralization has sharpened the 
struggle over resources on the local level. However, the benefits of  this 
new political era of  ‘regionalism’, implemented for nearly a decade in 
the Kapuas Hulu borderland, are still enjoyed mainly by a small, politi-
cally adept elite. In taking the vantage point of  the border population, 
this study does not attempt to romanticize local agency and thereby 
downplay the highly unequal power relations at the border.
 On the contrary, the study shows how various state institutions are 
constantly and often forcefully engaged in reclaiming authority over 
borderland resources in tandem with border elite actors, leaving the non-
elite community highly vulnerable and increasingly marginalized. The 
book has shown how past and present large-scale resource exploitation 
has been justified by both state and local elite actors as a means to obtain 
border development and security. 
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zones of semi-autonomy

In Chapters 7 and 8, the book examines two cases that in various ways 
show the overlapping strategies of  the central government and border 
elites. The central government’s attempts to regain authority through re-
militarization of  the border and promotion of  large- scale development 
schemes are countered and accommodated locally through the use of  
government’s own development rhetoric in promoting a new administra-
tive district that would lead to increased regional autonomy. 
 Chapter 7 shows how the borderlands are once again becoming a 
battleground for national politics of  sovereignty. It seems that this return 
to the rhetoric of  defence and security has a dual purpose, as it did dur-
ing the New Order regime of  Soeharto. First, it reclaims the image of  
a strong unified state whose power is solidified at the border, thereby 
countering strong media criticism of  the central government for its weak-
ness and inability to police its territorial borders. Second, besides being 
a territorial delimiter the border is also perceived as a natural frontier 
in the sense that the adjoining borderlands are still widely forested. The 
borderland contains large patches of  what in government policy narra-
tives are designated ‘waste’ or ‘idle’ lands to be readily exploited for agri-
cultural development. The chapter points out how the re-emergence of  
state interests in the West Kalimantan borderlands, both politically and 
economically, are met with local suspicion, as such top-down develop-
ment initiatives are perceived as central government attempts to reclaim 
authority over resources, territory and people along the supposedly law-
less border. 
 In Chapter 8, this tension is spelled out through the case of  dis-
trict splitting (pemekaran) favoured by border elites. By promoting the 
formation of  a new border district, the border elite attempts to ensure 
increased regional autonomy over local political and economic matters 
attained during the early period of  the Indonesian decentralization 
program. The local strategy of  maintaining local authority through peme-
karan should not be analyzed as a mere act of  resistance towards any out-
side involvement; on the contrary, government development initiatives 
are largely welcomed if  they can be altered to enhance local advantage. 
How the larger non-elite community in the borderland stands to gain 
from the new top-down, state- driven development plans and border elite 
political manoeuvres of  pemekaran are still unclear. It is, however, evident 
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that the scramble over border access will continue and become an even 
more contentious issue when the pendulum swings and the border region 
once again becomes a highly strategic political and economic resource. 
 In other words, what the cases demonstrate is that central state au-
thority in the borderland has never been absolute, but waxes and wanes. 
State rules and laws have always been open to local interpretation, ma-
nipulation and negotiation, although the degree of  such negotiation also 
changes depending on the strength of  the central state. For although ‘the 
state’ appears fragmented, individual agents within the state apparatus 
still possess significant power and ability to induce immense change in 
the border region even from a distance. 
 One effect of  the renewed interest in the border issue might be a 
new era of  top-down border development. One could speculate that 
these large-scale attempts at domesticating the border region would 
lead to a progressive growth of  central state authority in the borderland. 
In the future, this might develop into a good example of  the ‘border 
effect’ mentioned by Gallant (1999), the manner in which freely roam-
ing timber ‘gangsters’ and other ‘military entrepreneurs’ working the 
border have openly challenged formal law and hence compelled the 
central government to take action by forcefully eradicating these ‘illegal’ 
 practices. 
 In sum, this book has engaged with a wide range of  scholarly writings 
about states, borders, and borderlands. What these studies remind us of  
are the processual character of  state formation, and especially how states 
are multifaceted and government agents deeply entangled in local webs 
of  reciprocity. In particular, they show how ‘the state’ is a construct that 
has local manifestations and effects.
 Conclusions drawn from this study on the West Kalimantan border-
land show that state agents and border populations alike are embedded 
and enmeshed in everyday forms of  state formation on the border – of-
ten constituted through practices carried out in the grey zone of  legality 
and illegality. Consequently, the West Kalimantan borderland has never 
been an isolated and static margin as government rhetoric has portrayed 
it. Instead, throughout history it has been deeply integrated with regional 
political and economic centres across the border in Sarawak, Malaysia, 
and simultaneously maintained patronage relations with the central 
Indonesian state. As an effect of  the oscillating character of  the border, 
and the possibilities and constraints it entails, a constant flux of  people 
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and ideas has entered the borderland. Complex interdependencies have 
been established, which largely have blurred the division between ‘for-
mal’ and ‘informal’, ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’, ‘state’ and ‘society’.
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