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ABSTRACT
Around the world, legislatures are dominated by politicians who are 
wealthier and more educated than their constituents. This is particularly 
so in developing democracies, where clientelist politics and wealth 
inequalities make it difficult for lower-class citizens to run for office. We 
contribute to scholarly debates about the substantive consequences 
of descriptive inequality by analysing a new and important case – 
Indonesia, the world’s third most populous democracy. Indonesian 
politicians have much higher levels of education and income than cit-
izens, and they are more likely to have professional backgrounds. To 
explore the implications of these inequalities, we survey and compare 
politicians’ and voters’ positions on a range of economic policy issues. 
We find the views of Indonesian politicians are generally more congru-
ent with those of upper-class voters. However, we also find variation 
across policy areas. There is much cross-class agreement on statist inter-
ventions like price controls – in part reflecting politicians’ dependence 
upon the state; however, the gap between voters and politicians widens 
substantially on the issue of economic redistribution. Upper-class biases 
within Indonesian legislatures thus obscure a large lower-class constit-
uency in favour of a more redistributive economic regime, a consituency 
largely unrepresented by Indonesia’s parties.

Introduction

A core tenet of representative democracy is that citizens vote for politicians who share their 
values and policy positions. Representative democracy, it is commonly believed, should 
achieve ‘accurate reflection of the community [and] should secure in the government a 
“reflex” of the opinion of the entire electorate’.1 Yet around the world, legislative institutions 
are dominated by politicians from privileged social classes, and lower-class citizens are largely 
excluded from the halls of power. This is true of established democracies and is even more 
so of developing democracies with large numbers of poor, working-class and precarious 
citizens.
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This upper-class bias in the composition of legislatures has long concerned scholars of 
representative democracy, and motivated robust debate about whether such weak descrip-
tive representation matters for the substantive representation of lower-class interests. On 
the one hand, early studies of established democracies in Europe and North America argued 
that legislators’ socio-economic backgrounds have little bearing on their attitudes, ideolog-
ical positions or behaviour in office, because politicians adjust to their party programme, 
and, through their party, to the preferences of the constituents they serve.2 Programmatic 
parties, in short, blur the divide separating constituents from their representatives. Other 
research, however, suggests that socio-economic differences between politicians and voters 
do matter for how lower-class interests are channelled into a political system, especially in 
developing country settings.3

In this article, we contribute to these debates with a new and important country case 
study – Indonesia. Indonesia is the world’s third most populous democracy, with one of the 
most successful transitions in the third wave of democratisation. Since the fall of the author-
itarian New Order regime in 1998, Indonesia has held relatively free, fair and competitive 
legislative elections at both regional and national levels. Opinion polls indicate that most 
Indonesians are satisfied with their democratic system.4

Indonesia also suffers from a range of problems common to developing democracies 
that make both substantive and descriptive representation difficult. Rather than having a 
programmatic party system, in which parties align on a left–right spectrum and compete 
on the basis of alternative policy platforms, Indonesia’s democracy runs on patronage, and 
vote-buying in legislative elections is widespread. Political campaigns are thus expensive, 
which favours wealthy candidates. A large body of qualitative literature asserts that elected 
office at both national and local levels has been captured by entrenched elites whose influ-
ence dates back to the authoritarian era, and whose wealth is largely derived from their 
ability to manipulate bureaucratic power for private gain.5 Many parties, meanwhile, are 
catch-all parties with indistinguishable socio-economic platforms. To the extent that ideology 
matters in Indonesian politics, the party system is structured around religious issues, not 
class, with Islamic parties favouring a larger role for Islam in public life, and ‘nationalist’ or 
pluralist parties espousing a more multi-religious vision for the polity.

Against this backdrop, we explore how class inequalities affect representation in a devel-
oping democracy context. We present the first systematic investigation into the background 
of Indonesian legislators, showing they not only have higher incomes and education than 
their constituents, but they also skew heavily to upper-class professional backgrounds. We 
further investigate whether legislators reflect the spectrum of socio-economic policy pref-
erences held by different class constituencies. We ask, in a country where political compe-
tition is structured around religion rather than class, and where politicians are connected to 
their constituents through clientelist linkages, whether the preferences of lower-class citizens 
are systematically under-represented, whether there are variations across policy domains 
in the degree of congruence between the views of politicians and citizens, and if so, what 
might explain these variations.

To answer these questions we use surveys to compare voters’ and politicians’ policy 
positions. We draw upon data from an original survey of provincial legislators (members of 
the Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah, or DPRD) and compare these politicians’ responses 
with those of citizens. We ask a range of questions about people’s views on state intervention 



THIRD WORLD QUARTERLY 1255

in the economy, international flows, social insurance and economic redistribution, and we 
analyse the degree to which the policy preferences of politicans and citizens overlap.6

Our findings reveal both commmon patterns and variation across the economic policy 
issues we investigate. We show that the policy preferences of upper-class citizens are overall 
better represented than those of low-income ones. Legislators are, as we expected, chan-
nelling a set of values and economic attitudes that reflect their socio-economic class. This 
finding provides new empirical support for the proposition that descriptive inequalities – and 
class inequality especially – matter for substantive representation.

At the same time, our data reveal substantial differences in voter–politician congruence 
across economic policy areas. Specifically, we find an especially large gap between politicians 
and lower-class Indonesians on matters of distribution, welfare and foreign immigration. 
We find evidence for broad support for welfarist and redistributive policies among poor 
Indonesians that is all but unrepresented in formal politics. Politicians generally do not sup-
port redistributive initatives that tax the rich and channel state funds to the poor and unem-
ployed. On these matters, politicians reflect the preferences of wealthier citizens and 
professionals. On questions of state intervention to control wages and the price of staple 
goods, however, the views of politicians are more closely aligned with lower-class citizens, 
highlighting an intriguing divergence between legislators and social elites. We argue this 
divergence may be explained by the social origins of a large part of the political class in the 
authoritarian-era governing bureaucratic elite, and their connection to predatory networks 
oriented to state patronage. Accordingly, legislators, while rejecting interventions for eco-
nomic egalitarianism, which is in keeping with their class position, also favour what we call 
economic statism, which accords with their particular dependence on bureaucratic power.

These results have implications for the comparative literature on representation. The 
left–right indexes commonly used in the congruence literature to evaluate representation 
on economic issues mostly assume a link between support for state interventionism and 
support for policies that promote economic egalitarianism, because both are associated 
with lefist or socialist ideologies. The Indonesian case suggests such indexes may not be 
capturing important gaps in representation along class lines, or significant points of cross-
class alignment. We contribute to the comparative literature on congruence, therefore, by 
emphasising that in developing democracies, economic statism and economic egalitarianism 
can attract different class constituencies, and should thus be analysed separately.

The rest of the article is structured as follows. The next section reviews existing studies 
on representation, with a focus on research about social class and developing democracies. 
A third section provides background on the Indonesian case, elaborating on the country’s 
deep political and socio-economic inequalities, and presenting our data on legislators’ back-
grounds. The fourth and fifth sections describe and analyse our survey data, and develop 
our argument about the nature of the upper-class bias within Indonesian legislatures. The 
concluding section reiterates the signficance of our findings for the study of representation 
both in Indonesia and and in a comparative context.

Class, congruence and representation

Both in the wealthy democracies of Western Europe, North America and Australasia and in 
developing democracies, there are persistent inequalities in the class composition of 
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legislative bodies. A study of the United States, for example, finds that ‘[o]fficeholders in 
every level of government are, on average, better-off than the people they represent by 
virtually any measure of class or social attainment’.7 In Europe, legislatures are stacked with 
politicians who come from professional classes, with larger incomes and higher educational 
attainment than the average citizen.8 Unequal descriptive representation along class lines 
looks particularly stark in developing democracies with middle and lower income economies. 
In their study of 18 Latin American countries, for example, Carnes and Lupu find that the 
working class are ‘vastly under-represented’ in legislatures across the region. Between 70% 
and 90% of citizens are blue-collar workers in Latin American countries, yet citizens with this 
occupational background makes up just 5–20% of legislators.9

Why does this descriptive inequality matter? One reason is that social class, generally 
measured using individuals’ income, education or professional background, or a combination 
of these three indicators, has long been associated with distinct sorts of socio-economic 
and political preferences.10 Studies show that, unsurprisingly, popular support for social 
welfare spending comes primarily from the people who live more precarious economic lives, 
with lower incomes and less job security.11

Yet much research – especially research conducted in the largely programmatically ori-
ented polities of Western Europe and North America – suggests that upper-class biases in 
legislative institutions have little effect on how lower-class preferences are represented. In 
their seminal study of the British parliament, Norris and Lovenduski found that ‘in most 
respects social class failed to have a strong substantive impact [and] the occupational class 
of politicians was not strongly associated with their social values, policy priorities or legis-
lative roles’.12 Earlier studies came to similar conclusions.13 Instead, so the argument went, 
politicians adjust their policy preferences and attitudes to align with their co-partisans and 
constituents, regardless of class, and so differences between voters’ and politicians’ socio-eco-
nomic profiles were believed to be of limited political signficance. In a review of this literature, 
Lupu observes that, for decades, ‘the idea that a legislator’s class does not matter has been 
the de facto conventional wisdom in the scholarly community’.14

Importantly, this body of research has largely focussed on established democracies, in 
which party systems are generally structured along a left–right ideological cleavage, and 
where questions of welfare and redistribution constitute major points of difference between 
the parties. Accordingly, a critial finding was that programmatic parties effectively compen-
sated for the class differences separating represenatives and voters: legislators from 
social-democratic and leftist parties held views on economic policy that were largely con-
gruent with, or even to the left of, their working-class constituents, whereas conservative 
party representatives’ views tended to align with those of middle and upper-class voters.

More recent research has challenged this position. Scholars have undertaken more 
detailed surveys of the attitudes and policy positions of politicians and voters and traced 
incongruence between the two populations back to class differences, and to the numerical 
under-representation of lower-class citizens in electoral institutions.15 In developing democ-
racies, especially, where parties tend to be poorly institutionalised, and their policy platforms 
on social and economic issues are difficult to distinguish, descriptive inequalities matter for 
the representation of lower-class interests. In Brazil, for example, where parties are mostly 
catch-all and clientelist in nature, Boas and Smith find that party affiliations are not good 
predictors of voters’ distinct policy preferences; instead, legislators and citizens from the 
same demographic and social groups share a more similar set of policy positions than do 
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legislators and citizens who are co-partisans.16 Carnes and Lupu’s comparative study of rep-
resentation in Latin America reveals that legislators from the working classes hold ‘distinct 
perspectives’ on economic and social policies compared to legislators with professional 
backgrounds, and those differences have substantive effects on their behaviour as political 
representatives.17 Unlike in the established democracies of Europe and North America, par-
ties in developing democracies are often defined in terms of religious, cultural or nationalist 
cleavages, rather than class cleavages. Linkages between voters and politicians are also more 
personalistic and clientelistic in nature in younger democracies. The effect is to widen the 
gap between the preferences of poorer voters and those of elected representatives.18

In short, existing research increasingly leads us to expect that class differences can blunt 
the representative quality of democratic institutions, especially in conditions in which pro-
grammatic parties are weak and the party system is not oriented along a left–right spectrum. 
But there is much that we do not know about patterns of descriptive representation and 
their effects in young and clientelist democracies, given that ‘only very few scholars have 
studied mass–elite congruence in developing democracies’,19 and those who have done so 
have focussed mostly on Latin American cases. In studying Indonesia, we contribute to the 
embryonic literature on class and mass–elite congruence in developing democracies.

Constraints upon representation in Indonesia

Indonesia is the world’s third most populous democracy, and in 2019 its economy was ranked 
15th in the world in terms of nominal gross domestic product (GDP), but only 110th in terms 
of per capita GDP. The proportion of Indonesians living below the national poverty line has 
decreased significantly over the past two decades, from 19.1% in 2000, in the wake of the 
Asian financial crisis, to 9.8% in 2018 (Figure 1). This trend is partly attributable to almost 20 
years of steady economic growth. Consecutive Indonesian governments have also imple-
mented various interventions, such as conditional cash transfer programmes, social safety 

Figure 1. Changes in indonesia’s poverty headcount ratio (in 2011 purchasing power parity, PPP).
Source: World development indicators database, World Bank.
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Figure 2. occupational class of citizens and legislators.
Source: legislator results are taken from our survey of indonesian provincial legislators conducted by 
the indonesian Survey institute (lSi) between december 2017 and March 2018; citizen results are from 
a nationally representative survey conducted by lSi in May 2017.

nets, and local- and national-level health insurance schemes, to try to lift the economic 
fortunes of Indonesia’s poorest citizens.

However, the World Bank estimates that – even prior to the COVID-19-induced economic 
downturn of 2020 – 20% of Indonesian citizens were hovering close to the national poverty 
line.20 Indeed, if that line is raised marginally to $3.20 per day, the proportion of poor more 
than doubles (Figure 1). Most Indonesians (60–70%) work in the informal sector, and this 
figure has changed little in recent years.21 As a result, a large section of the population 
remains vulnerable to shocks, such as job loss or illness. Income and wealth distribution 
have also become increasingly unequal in Indonesia over the past two decades: the Gini 
coefficient rose from 0.3 in 2000 to 0.42 in 2014.22 Recent research suggests that the richest 
1% of Indonesians control 49% of the entire country’s wealth.23 Such distributional differ-
ences have a range of socio-political consequences.24

These inequalities mark Indonesia’s democratic institutions. Confirming observations 
made over the last two decades by qualitative researchers, our survey data (described below) 
show that politicians are, on average, wealthier and more educated than the general pop-
ulation, and that their professional backgrounds are very different to those of most citizens. 
For example, around 15% of Indonesians have university degrees,25 whereas over 80% of 
provincial legislators have at least an undergraduate degree (electoral rules require them to 
have at minimum a senior high school education). Population surveys show that most 
Indonesians still make their living from often informal manual and other low-status jobs, for 
example as labourers, agricultural workers, petty traders and the like (Figure 2); just 5% of 
legislators come from this occupational group.

One of our striking findings, moreover, is that not only are local legislators from wealthy 
backgrounds, but many of them have politico-bureaucratic connections. Over the last 20 
years, as Indonesia’s democracy has evolved, many new entrants into the political system 
have come from the private sector and professional classes.26 Our survey provides some 
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confirmation, showing that the largest single occupational category for DPRD members 
prior to joining the legislature was as businesspeople in trade and services (24.2%) (Table 1). 
Strikingly, however, a significant minority (around 20%) of legislators have backgrounds in 
sectors that are notoriously dependent on state connections (notably, construction con-
tracting – 14.6% and plantations and mining – 5%). More strikingly still, while only a small 
proportion (8.9%) had themselves been civil servants or worked for a state-owned enterprise 
before joining the legislature, a large minority had family links to the authoritarian-era ruling 
bureaucratic elite: almost one-third had fathers who worked as civil servants or local gov-
ernment officials, or were part of the military or police. In response to a separate question, 
33% of legislators stated they had close relatives who had held important positions in the 
New Order power structure (as district heads or military or police chiefs, for example).

This is an important finding. The qualitative literature on Indonesian politics stresses the 
continuing salience of bureaucratic power in local political and patronage networks, as a 
legacy of the leading role played by bureaucrats both in government and in the formation 
of private capital during the New Order era.27 At that time, office holders leveraged their 
political authority to foster a class of state-dependent businesspeople, often their own rel-
atives or business cronies.28 In the post-authoritarian setting, bureaucratic connections 
remain important for the pursuit both of private wealth (via access to projects, licences, 
permits, corruption, etc) and of political office (because government continues to provide 
patronage resources that politicians can use in their campaigns). The close nexus between 
bureaucratic power and private wealth thus remains a defining feature of Indonesia’s political 
economy, and of politics. Some studies have detailed that a large proportion of local exec-
utive government heads continue to have bureacuratic backgrounds.29 Our study is the first 
to provide more than anecdotal data to show that legislators, while not themselves former 
bureaucrats, are substantially drawn from that group who were nurtured – including through 
family ties – by the bureacratic state. Overall, our data reveal stark descriptive inequalities 
within the country’s representative institutions, and also point to a group of legislators who 

Table 1. occupational backgrounds of legislators and their fathers. 
Profession legislators legislators’ fathers

Private-sector professionals
Contractors 14.6 3.1
employers in the trade/service sector 24.2 8.3
Plantation/mining business 4.9 1.8
Bankers 1.8 0.2
Consultants 4.7 0.4
lawyers 5.1 0.4
other employers 7.3 8.3

Public-sector professionals
Civil servants 8.9 15.8
Teachers 7.7 9.6
lecturers 9.8 0.2
local government officials 3.7 4.7
Police/military 0.2 6.3

Workers
Farmers 2.8 24
Small traders 2.8 5.5
labourers 0.2 1.2
others 21.3 13.8

Source: Survey of indonesian provincial legislators conducted by the indonesian Survey institute 
(lSi) between december 2017 and March 2018; respondents could choose more than one answer.



1260 E. WARBURTON ET AL.

are not simply wealthier than most Indonesians: their professional and familial backgrounds 
have a distinctly statist cast.

Further, Indonesia’s historical political legacies make formal representation of lower-class 
interests especially difficult. Unlike many Western countries, and parts of Latin America, 
Indonesia has little recent history of institutionalised class-based political mobilisation.30 In 
the 1950s and 1960s, the Indonesian Communist Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia – PKI) was 
a major force, attracting a mix of intellectuals, workers and peasants. But following the 
military-backed massacre of supporters of the party in 1965–66, General Suharto’s New 
Order government disbanded the PKI, outlawed communism, and for the next 30 years 
repressed left-wing politics.

Indonesia’s transition to democracy at the end of the 1990s brought a dramatic re-opening 
of political space. In the early post-authoritarian period, there was potential for a revival of 
leftist forms of political mobilisation. As one of us previously observed, the democratic tran-
sition prompted a ‘tremendous profusion of people’s organisations, trade unions and farmer 
groups and a multiplicity of small – sometimes tiny – organisations that campaign for the 
rights of this or that marginalised group in society’.31 However, leftist advocacy continued 
to lack an organisational centre. The only consistently left-wing party to compete in 
Indonesia’s post-New Order elections, the People’s Democratic Party (PRD), failed to win a 
seat in 1999 and never ran again. In the gap left by a fragmented and disorganised left, 
according to Hadiz, many groups on the political and economic margins expressed their 
grievances through an ‘Islamic lexicon’, rather than leveraging class-based frameworks.32 
Those grievances are often moral in nature, and concern issues such as religious and sexual 
deviance, rather than problems of labour rights, social assistance and economic exclusion.

The platforms of Indonesia’s political parties are also essentially indistinguishable on 
socio-economic issues. Parties are, instead, differentiated primarily along religious lines: 
some identify as Islamic and espouse a more Islamist social and political agenda, while others 
have a pluralist orientation and, as a result, attract support from less conservative Indonesian 
Muslims and from the country’s religious minorites. This cleavage, however, does not trans-
late into distinct economic or welfare platforms. Rather, Indonesian politicians view their 
parties as holding similar positions on the economic policy issues that elsewere delineate 
left- and right-leaning parties.33 Only when it comes to the question of the role Islam should 
play in state affairs do politicians express significant differences.34

Representation of lower-class interests is also impeded by the ubiquity of clientelism. 
Politicians from across the party spectrum seek linkages with voters primarily through 
patron–client relationships, and those relationships are usually embedded within wider 
social and religious networks. Especially when it comes to local elections, these networks 
matter more for getting votes than do promises of policy change or programmatic benefits; 
vote-buying is also commonplace.35 Our extensive qualitative research on regional elec-
tions36 shows that local politicians typically take great pains to demonstrate they are able 
to be ‘close’ to the ordinary people (frequently summed up in the verb merakyat) and that 
they ‘care’ (peduli) about them. However, typically their interactions with ordinary voters take 
place in a gift-giving rather than programmatic mode, with candidates demonstrating their 
concern by delivering direct benefits (eg help with repairs to a village road, a gift of sports 
equipment to a neighbourhood youth group, or direct cash gifts to voters).37 So long as 
politicians demonstrate their closeness through such gifts, there is little pressure on them 
to deliver policy change.
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At the same time, given that Indonesian elections encourage personal rather than par-
ty-based voting, political campaigns are largely funded by individual candidates and are 
prohibitively expensive for most persons, which helps to explain why the occupational class 
of legislators is tilted towards those with private wealth. As noted above, scholars regularly 
characterise Indonesia’s politics and government as captured by politico-business elites and 
wealthy oligarchs whose primary goal is wealth accumualtion rather than representation.38

In the context of a political landscape that lacks an organised left, where religion structures 
the party system, and where clientelist networks connect politicians and voters, whose 
socio-economic preferences are reflected in the legislative arena? Our assumption is that 
lower-class citizens’ policy interests will be under-represented, given the constraints 
described above. However, the scholarship on this subject has so far lacked systematic com-
parative analysis of elite and mass preferences, which can measure the degree of congruence 
between these two groups along class lines.

Research design

We set out to test the extent to which Indonesian politicians’ attitudes and preferences on 
socio-economic policy issues align with those of the wider public, and in particular whether 
they align with those of lower-class citizens. To do this, we leverage an original survey of 
Indonesian legislators carried out between December 2017 and March 2018. The survey was 
conducted on a sample of 508 Indonesian politicians sitting in provincial legislatures around 
the country. We chose to interview provincial politicians in part because we determined 
that national-level legislators would be less accessible and less willing to participate in an 
extended opinion poll.

However, provincial politicians also constitute an influential group of political elites. DPRD 
are often stepping stones for politicians to move into executive government in the regions 
and to the national legislature, and to influence local- or national-level policy agendas. For 
example, of the 575 politicians elected in 2019 to the national legislature, 66% had prior 
experience as politicians in either the national parliament or local legislatures, as local gov-
ernment leaders or, less commonly, as ministers.39 Provincial legislators, unsurprisingly there-
fore, look much like their national counterparts: 80% of the politicians in Indonesia’s national 
parliament have a university degree,40 which is the same proportion as provincial parlia-
mentarians; and beyond the 66% of DPR members with political backgrounds, the rest come 
mostly from the private sector (29%), as is the case in the provinces.41

Provincial politicians do not design national-level economic interventions. Their primary 
role is to monitor the regional government, approve provincial government budgets, and 
design regulations in partnership with the provincial government – which does have author-
ity to introduce welfare schemes and determine minimum wages. But, we maintain, these 
politicians are part of a pool of elites from which local executives and national legislators 
are often drawn. We are confident, therefore, that our survey provides us with compelling 
insight into the preferences of Indonesia’s political class more broadly.

The survey was conducted via face-to-face interviews with a randomly selected sample 
of politicians. The total population of 2073 politicians was first stratified into three main 
regions (Sumatra, Java and other islands). Provinces constituted the primary sampling unit, 
and were selected according to their population proportion. The survey was carried out by 
Lembaga Survei Indonesia (LSI), a prominent Indonesian polling institute of which one of 
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the authors is the director. For the wider population, we draw upon a representative survey 
conducted in 2017 by the same polling institute. Both surveys collected information on 
income, education and professional background, which we use as indicators of a person’s 
social class, and as potential indicators of socio-economic and political preferences.42 As 
explained below, we disaggregate citizens by each of these indicators, and compare the 
attitudes of those in the lowest and highest socio-economic strata to those of legislators, 
whom we treat as a largely homogeneous upper-class population.

Measuring congruence

Several studies have used survey data to compare the policy positions of voters and politi-
cians in order to determine the level of ‘congruence’ between elected elites and the wider 
population. Scholars who adopt this approach often measure ‘ideological distance’ by com-
paring the average placement of citizens and politicians on ideological left–right scales.43 
As discussed earlier, political competition and public debate are not structured around a 
left–right divide in many parts of the world. Even in some Western contexts, scholars have 
revealed serious limitations to left–right scales and instead favour comparing mass and elite 
positions on specific policy areas.44

There are also compelling theoretical arguments against measuring congruence only by 
comparing only average ideological positions or policy preferences amongst the public and 
their representatives. The mean response of a population may not actually reflect the position 
of many voters,45 and average scores are unable to ‘distinguish a centrist electorate from a 
highly polarised one’.46 Congruence should, therefore, be a measure of ‘how accurately the 
collective body’ of political representatives reflects the spectrum of popular preferences in 
a given polity.47

To calculate levels of congruence between citizens and legislators, both overall and 
according to those class indicators, we adopt a method proposed by Andeweg, which builds 
upon the many-to-many congruence measure first developed by Golder and Stramski.48 
Specifically, we measure the overlap between the distribution of responses amongst 
Indonesia’s elected elite and the distribution of responses amongst the public. For each 
survey question, we compare the percentage of elites that chose a particular answer with 
the percentage of the public that chose that same answer. We then add up the lower of the 
two percentages for each possible answer, because the lower number captures the overlap 
between the two populations. This number will range from zero to 100 and gives us the 
percentage of the total overlap between politicians and citizens for each question.

Measuring attitudes on seven economic issues

Our survey questions are designed to reveal elite and mass positions on several areas of 
economic governance that may express differing class interests. These areas include redis-
tributive welfare programmes, state intervention in the economy, and international flows 
of goods, capital and people. While other studies have used similar questions to create an 
index designed to measure respondents’ economic ideology,49 we analyse each question 
separately to allow for the possibility that policy preferences in some areas cut across 
class lines.
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A first set of two questions asks about preferences on economic redistribution (Table 2). 
We ask respondents if they would support more assistance to the poor if it meant raising 
taxes, and whether the government should support subsidies for the unemployed. Our 
expectation is that people who are financially more precarious will be more likely to support 
such distributive interventions. We then include two further questions to interrogate 
respondents’ positions on distortive market interventions, specifically subsidies for gasoline 
and staple goods, and state intervention to determine the minimum wage. These are exam-
ples of policies with broad-based benefits, where our expectations are not so strong: in 
established democracies with programmatic party systems, views on such matters typically 
align along the left–right spectrum, with right-wing politicians and voters who oppose 
redistribution frequently rejecting state intervention in both policy areas; in Indonesia, a 
similar ideological spectrum is absent, and many politicians themselves have connections 
to state-centred networks of wealth accumulation and may therefore embrace state inter-
vention in the economy.

Finally, we also ask a series of questions designed to gauge elite and mass attitudes to 
foreign flows. In the case of trade and foreign investment, deriving economic policy prefer-
ences from class differences is problematic, as the economic benefits associated with glo-
balisation may be more closely associated with economic sector than with position in the 
labour market. In Western settings, support for economic nationalism and state interven-
tionism are traditionally associated with leftist ideological leanings and working-class con-
stituencies; open market policies are usually advocated by those with a liberal orientation 
and those associated with the business class. We have no strong expectations about how 
class differences might predict support for nationalist and interventionist policies in 
Indonesia. Instead, anecdotal evidence suggests widespread public backing for economic 
nationalism.50 As for immigration, since most incoming immigration in Indonesia is for high-
skill positions, we expect high-income professionals to be less supportive of immigration 
than those in working-class jobs. Respondents received the statements displayed in Table 2 
and were asked to answer on a Likert scale: strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, 
strongly agree.

(In)congruence between Indonesian citizens and politicians

We begin by presenting and comparing the mean responses for both citizens and represen-
tatives to our battery of questions on policy preferences, without dissagregating by class 
(Table 3). The results indicate remarkable congruence on state intervention, and on foreign 

Table 2. Survey questions.
Redistribution
The government should spend more on helping the poor, even if it means increasing taxes
People who lose their job should receive an unemployment subsidy from the government

State intervention
The government should intervene in the economy to set the price of petrol and basic goods
The government should establish a minimum wage for indonesian workers

Foreign flows
indonesia should be more open to foreign investment from other countries
indonesia should be more open to trade with other countries
indonesia should be more open to immigrants or foreigners who want to work and live here
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trade and investment. Indeed, for these questions, the means are almost identical for both 
populations. We find variation, however, on redistribution, and on whether the government 
should be more open to immigrants, with legislators less in favour of these policies than the 
population at large.

As explained above, focussing on averages alone can mask important variation in the 
distribution of responses for citizens and representatives. Figures 2–8 provide a visual char-
acterisation of the entire distribution of responses for each question, and the overlap 
between citizens and representatives. We start with those policy areas that display the most 
congruence.

The results indicate remarkable congruence, of over 90%, when it comes to market-distorting 
interventions. For both populations, there is broad support for the government to intervene and 
control the price of gasoline and staple goods (Figure 3), pointing to a strong societal consensus 
in favour of state subsidies. The results are similar regarding a minimum wage (Figure 4), with an 
overlapping distribution of 91.5%. We also find strong congruence, of over 80%, on questions of 
foreign investment and trade, again suggesting consenus amongst citizens and politicians 
(Figures 5 and 6). Interestingly, however, that consensus is in favour of these foreign flows, which 
indicates more widespread acceptance of economically liberal policies than we anticipated.

Table 3. Comparison of means.

Question

legislators Citizens

N Mean
Standard 
deviation

Standard 
error of the 

mean N Mean
Standard 
deviation

Standard 
error of the 

mean

REDISTRIBUTION
The government should 

spend more on helping 
the poor, even if it means 
increasing taxes

505 2.75 1.284 .057 1567 3.53 1.276 .032

People who have lost their 
job should receive 
unemployment subsidies 
from the government

503 3.03 1.182 .053 1571 3.70 1.173 .030

STATE INTERVENTION
Governments should 

intervene in the economy 
to determine the price of 
petrol and basic goods

506 4.17 .832 .037 1574 4.25 .752 .019

The government should 
establish a minimum 
wage for indonesian 
workers

505 4.28 .778 .035 1557 4.20 .779 .020

INTERNATIONAL FLOWS
indonesia should be more 

open to foreign 
investment from other 
countries

504 3.65 1.064 .047 1430 3.64 .999 .026

indonesia should be more 
open to trade with other 
countries

505 3.84 .977 .043 1445 3.83 .898 .024

indonesia should be more 
open to immigrants or 
foreigners who want to 
live and work here

504 2.19 1.084 .048 1445 2.91 1.232 .032

Source: Provincial legislator survey december 2017–March 2018 and voters survey in May 2017.
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A gap emerges, however, when it comes to how citizens and politicians view distributive 
and welfare policies, and how accepting they are of foreign immigrants (Figures 7–9). Citizens 
are overall more likely to support subsidies for the unemployed and more welfare for the 
poor, and they are generally more open to foreign immigration than politicians. The first two 
of these findings point towards a large, and mostly unrepresented, constituency for redis-
tribution in Indonesian politics. For example, when it comes to the question of increasing 
taxes to spend more public funds on the poor, only 38% of politicians agree, compared to 
62% of the public. We calculate the overall overlap of citizens’ responses with those of pol-
iticians to be 72% on this question. Unemployment benefits are much more popular with 
citizens too, with 69% in favour; for politicians, the percentage is just 45. Similarly, 37% of 

Figure 3. Government must determine prices – 93.2% overlap.

Figure 4. Government must establish a minimum wage – 91.5% overlap.
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Figure 5. indonesia should be more open to foreign trade – 83.3% overlap.

Indonesians oppose allowing more immigrants and foreign workers, compared to over 72% 
of politicians. The overall congruence levels for each question is displayed in Figure 10.

Overall, therefore, we find much consensus on policies for economic statism, which include 
interventions to distort and control prices. These are long-established policies in Indonesia 
that provide benefits to a large slice of the population. Few Indonesian governments have 
been able to remove or reform them, largely because of their immense popularity, but also 
because – as our findings suggest – they reflect a widely shared ideological predisposition 
among sections of the political elite who have long favoured statist models of economic 
development and who, as our survey findings confirm, frequently owe their elite status to 

Figure 6. indonesia should be more open to foreign investment – 82.9% overlap.
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state connections and interventions.51 As such, these policies appear to be uncontroversial 
in the minds of most Indonesians – both citizens and their representatives. However, con-
sensus for interventionism does not extend to economic redistribution, which involves policies 
that would most assist the poor and vulnerable. Politicians are out of step with the wider 
population on such matters – they generally oppose unemployment benefits, and oppose 
increasing taxes in order to expand welfare for the poor. And while both populations are 
open to foreign flows of goods and capital, the public are far less opposed to flows of people 
than are politicians.

Figure 7. More assistance should be provided to the poor by raising taxes – 72% overlap.

Figure 8. The unemployed should receive government subsidies – 73.2% overlap.
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Explaining incongruence: class matters

Next, we examine whether levels of congruence vary along class lines. More specifically, we 
look at whether Indonesians’ class characteristics shape their position on particular policies 
and whether legislators’ attitudes and policy priorities align more with those of wealthier, 
more educated voters, and with those from professional backgrounds. To test this hypothesis 
we break citizens into six, partially overlapping groups: low income (earns less than 1 million 
rupiah per month, or approximately US$70), high income (earns over 4 million rupiah per 
month, or approximately US$280), low education (those who have less than or only a primary 
school education), high education (those who hold a university degree), professional class 
(state and private sector professionals, business owners, contractors) and working/informal 
class (labourers, agricultural workers, petty traders, domestic helpers, etc).

Figure 9. indonesia should be more open to foreign immigrants – 64.4% overlap.

Figure 10. Total congruence (%).
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We do not dissagregate legislators into different demographic groups, given that along 
all of these class indicators, they form a largely homogeneous population, with over 80% 
holding university degrees, all earning a wage of over 4 million rupiah per month (the 
standard for provincial legislators), and a strong majority (over 86%) having professional 
backrounds. Instead, we calculate the attitudinal congruence between citizens in each class 
category and the entire population of provincial legislators (Table 4).

The results confirm that across most policy areas, congruence with the preferences of 
politicians is almost always highest for citizens with high levels of income, followed by either 
high education or professional backgrounds; congruence is generally lowest for citizens 
with the lowest levels of income and education. This is particularly so when it comes to 
policies that concern distribution and immigration. For example, while politicians are overall 
less likely than citizens to support increased welfare support for the poor, congruence 
increases with citizens’ education from 67% for those with no or only primary education to 
82% for those with university degrees. Congruence increases because the more educated 
citizens tend, like politicians, to oppose redistributive interventions. A similar pattern 
emerges by income group. Congruence drops to 66% with low-income voters, and increases 
to 75% for those with incomes above 4 million rupiah (around US$280) per month.

The results are similar regarding unemployment subsidies. In general, legislators are far 
less supportive than the public of government subsidies for the unemployed (to recall, 45% 
of politicians supported government-provided unemployment subsidies, compared to 69% 
of citizens). For the Indonesians with the least formal education, their preferences on this 
issue have a 65% rate of overlap with representatives; the overlap increases to 82% for the 
most educated citizens. Between income groups, the jump is from a 62% overlap to 80%. In 
short, legislators’ opposition to increasing taxes and redistributing to the poor best matches 
the preferences of citizens from higher socio-economic backgrounds.

We find generally similar results on foreign investment (74% overlap between legislators 
and the poorerst citizens; 93% overlap with the wealthiest citizens). Immigration produces 
the smallest overlap between voters and legislators, with levels of congruence at just 58% 
for both low-income and low-education citizens. This means that higher-income Indonesians, 
and especially those with tertiary degrees, are more likely to oppose foreign immigration, 
just like legislators. In other countries, it is often people with less economic security who 

Table 4. overlap between legislators and citizens (by citizens’ social class).
hiGh SoCial ClaSS loW SoCial ClaSS

Policy issue high income
high 

education
Professional 

class

Working/ 
informal 

class
low 

education low income

More foreign investment 93 90 83 81 74 74
More open to immigrants and 

foreign workers
71 80 76 62 58 58

increase trade openness 93 74 85 81 87 74
More state assistance for the 

poor, but taxes must be 
raised

75 82 83 69 67 66

State provides unemployment 
subsidy

80 82 79 70 65 62

State determines prices of 
petrol and basic goods

97 87 85 92 94 94

State should set a minimum 
wage

94 86 92 90 88 91
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express anxiety about competing with foreign workers; in Indonesia, foreign labour migra-
tion is oriented towards senior professional positions such as managers and directors.52 A 
preference for restrictive immigration policies is therefore associated with privileged classes 
in Indonesia, and, in turn, is reflected in the attitudes of provincial lawmakers.

By contrast, the only measure in which legislators’ views were more congruent with lower- 
class citizens (at least on the educational and occupational measures) was on the question 
of regulating prices. Higher-class voters were more likely to oppose state intervention on 
price-fixing than were either legislators or lower-class voters. It may simply be the case that 
legislators are particularly attuned to popular attitudes on this issue, whereas more educated 
citizens and those from professional backgrounds both feel little need for these subsidies, 
and are more aware of the arguments advanced through the media by liberal economists 
about their inefficiency.

But this divergance may also flow from differences in relations with the state: as we noted 
above, a large proportion of politicians in Indonesia have personal bureaucratic backgrounds 
(often as family members), or are otherwise embedded in professional and patronage net-
works that derive their economic sustenance from the state. Many of them are steeped in 
statist traditions of economic management. It thus makes sense for such politicians to favour 
state intervention in the economy, even if they are not in favour of using the state for broadly 
distributional programmes, instead preferring to win the support of poor voters through 
clientelistic linkages. While a portion of wealthy citizens are also state-dependent – indeed, 
legislators’ statist preferences on price controls and wages aligned most closely with those 
of citizens in the highest income category – recent decades have witnessed a massive growth 
of the private economy, including in retail and services sectors where the state often acts 
more as a predatory impediment to, rather than a facilitator of, business activity.53 Divergence 
on this measure may thus reflect an important gap between the economic preferences of 
Indonesia’s ruling elite and those of the middle and upper classes, at least when measured 
by education and profession.

Conclusion

This paper contributes to the growing literature on class and congruence in developing 
democracies by offering the first such study of Indonesia. We interrogated a prevailing char-
acterisation of Indonesian democracy that views poorer citizens as under-represented in a 
political system dominated by oligarchs and wealthy politicians. Overall, we found significant 
congruence between the views of legislators and citizens on certain statist features of 
Indonesia’s political economy. This result emphasises that class-based divisions over statist 
economic models that have long animated economic and political debate in the West are 
far from universal, and in developing countries such as Indonesia, interventionism elicits 
broad consensus amongst citizens and their representatives.

Nevertheless, our study revealed significant variation across issue areas. We identified a 
significant constituency for redistributive and welfare policies among poorer and less edu-
cated voters that is largely unrepresented by elected legislators. Like wealthier, better edu-
cated and professional voters, legislators are more likely to oppose state interventions that 
would redistribute wealth in favour of the poor. At the same time, our findings also revealed 
important divergence between political elites and upper-class citizens on questions of price 
controls – legislators were more likely to embrace this type of state interventionism, which 
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we suggested may reflect the poltical elite’s dependence upon the state as a source of 
political patronage and private wealth.

These findings point to a political system that is stamped indelibly by the social inequal-
ities that mark Indonesian society. As in many developing democracies, in Indonesia parties 
do not offer voters alternative economic policy agendas, and so politicians’ class backgrounds 
matter greatly for selecting the socio-economic attitudes and ideas that are channelled into 
legislative arenas. We thus found a clear upper-class bias within Indonesia’s legislative bodies 
that obscures a strong lower-class preference for redistribution.

These results also have implications for the comparative literature on congruence and 
representation. The Indonesian case confirms that the notion of a left–right spectrum, which 
captures distinct class preferences on socio-economic policies, has less meaning outside of 
Europe, North America and Latin America. The Left is usually associated with support for an 
interventionist state that can control and constrain the market, including by subsidising 
certain basic goods and services, and by restributing wealth to poor and precarious citizens. 
In Indonesia, however, we found important differences in the constituencies that support 
economic statism versus economic egalitarianism, with cross-class support for the former, 
and distinct class preferences regarding the latter. We argue, therefore, that widely used 
ideology indexes should be dissagregated when studying developing democracies, in order 
to reveal potential gaps in representation along class lines, as well as critical arenas of cross-
class alignment.
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