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Introduction

The trial begins on Wednesday, February 25, 2014. The small room in 
Kupang’s Corruption Court is packed.1 Standing trial is Daniel Adoe, 
who served as the mayor of Kupang between 2007 and 2012. Family 
members of the accused, most of whom have not been able to meet with 
him since his arrest and detainment months before, are eager to show 
their support and offer the comfort of their physical presence. Many 
journalists have also gathered to cover the city’s biggest corruption case 
to date. Photos from Pos Kupang, the local newspaper covering the trial 
closely, shows a frail, stooped, grey-haired man who bears little resem-
blance to the virile, black-haired, confidence-exuding victor of Kupang’s 
first-ever direct mayoral elections, one who ran on a pro-democracy and 
anti-corruption platform less than a decade earlier. Adoe’s claims of ill 
health impede the start of the trial several times and will continue to 
obstruct any smooth and swift court activities in the months to come. 
Indeed, a mere thirty minutes into the reading of the indictment, Adoe 
raises his hand to request a suspension of the proceedings due, again, 
to illness. The judge acquiesces and adjourns the session. Adoe shuffles 

1.	 Pengadilan Tindak Pidana Korupsi, or TiPiKor for short. After the estab-
lishment a successful anti-corruption court in Jakarta (2004), the national 
legislature formed TiPiKor throughout Indonesia in 2011. Many of these 
regional corruption courts have been criticized by civil society organizations 
for perpetuating corruption (Butt 2012a). 
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out of the courtroom, one arm supported by his daughter, the other by a 
court employee.2 

Adoe was charged, along with thirteen others, with the embezzle-
ment of IDR 1.4 billion ($100,000) in state funds that were supposed to 
be used for the procurement of books by the Department of Education, 
Youth, and Sports. According to the testimony of an auditor from the 
Financial Supervisory and Development Board,3 far more money was 
put aside for the procurement of those books than their actual cost, the 
difference going into the pockets of those involved. The others charged 
include various city-level government officials, members of the procure-
ment committee tasked with evaluating competing bids, and the con-
tractor who eventually won the contract. Adoe was facing the most se-
vere indictments since the prosecution accused him of having abused 
his official position by, first, appointing all members of the procurement 
committee while lacking the official authority to do so, and, second, by 
influencing the committee in their determination of the winning con-
tractor. The prosecution asked for a prison sentence of one year and three 
months as well as a fine of IDR 50 million ($3,575). 

The final verdict by the panel of judges on July 10, 2014 turns out to 
be more severe than that. In addition to the fine, they also sentence him 
to prison for two-and-a-half years. The judges conclude that Adoe not 
only abused his position but did so at the expense of the state and thus 
deserved a longer prison sentence than what was requested by the pros-
ecution.4 After deliberating with his defense team for a few days, Adoe 
declines to appeal the verdict and accepts the sentence. 

This account of Daniel Adoe’s fall from grace after rising to power on 
a wave of anti-corruption promises is an all too familiar one in Indone-
sia. Indonesia joined the so-called third wave of democratization (Hun-
tington 1991) rather belatedly when President Suharto stepped down 

2.	 In my description of the trial and its charges and verdict, I draw on the 
many articles published in the local newspaper, Pos Kupang (2013) and 
gathered on the website: “Alleged Corruption Around the Procurement of 
Books.”

3.	 The board is known locally as the BPKP (Badan Pengawasan Keuangan dan 
Pembangunan).

4.	 Adoe was charged with violating Article 3 of Law No. 20/2001 regard-
ing the abuse of one’s authority, opportunity, or position for the purpose 
of profiting on behalf of oneself, another, or a corporation in a way that 
harmed the state or the country’s economy. 
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from power in 1998 after more than three decades of authoritarian rule. 
This political transformation occurred, in part, because of mass student 
protests that demanded sweeping reforms, democratization, and an end 
to corruption (Bünte and Ufen 2009; Lee 2016; H. Schulte Nordholt 
and Hoogenboom 2006). To be more precise, they demanded an end 
to the unholy trinity of korupsi, kolusi, and nepotisme—better known by 
its popular acronym KKN. Suharto’s resignation ushered in a period of 
political reforms in promotion of democratization, or reformasi, under 
the ideological banner of “good governance,” a move prompted and sup-
ported by the wider international development and financial community. 

In this process of reformation, combatting corruption took center 
stage. Structural measures to change the institutional framework in 
which corruption had become so entrenched were implemented (Robi-
son 2006). These included a devolution of economic and political power 
from Jakarta to the provinces, a process that unfolded so rapidly that 
the World Bank labeled it Indonesia’s big bang and turned the nation 
from “one of the most centralized systems in the world into one of the 
most decentralized” (Hofman and Kaiser 2004). In 1999, the Indonesian 
government also introduced parliamentary elections, liberalized press 
laws, and allowed political parties and trade unions to operate freely. 
In 2002, it established the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK), 
auditing bodies, and anti-corruption courts. This otherwise impressive 
march toward democratization, however, has been accompanied by some 
undemocratic disappointments. Post-Suharto Indonesia has also seen a 
continuation of military influence, a consolidation of local oligarchies, 
a revival of ethnic and regional sentiments, and an inability to ensure 
the rule of law (Bünte 2009). The hoped-for transition to the liberal, 
democratic principles suggested by the idea of good governance seemed 
thwarted by a continuation of bad practices. 

Indonesia’s predicament resonates with broader concerns about the 
state of democracy across the globe and the ways in which corruption 
threatens it. Over the last three decades, questions of ethics have in-
formed international debates around governance, perhaps most obviously 
indicated by the good of the good governance approach. These questions 
have mostly been aimed at countries of the Global South and posed 
by international financial and development institutions attempting to 
help shape postcolonial state governments (Hough 2013; B. C. Smith 
2007). In contrast, a concern with ethics did not figure prominently in 
earlier modernization efforts or structural adjustment policies during the 
Cold War era—Suharto’s unparalleled corruption and cronyism could 
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go unchecked as long as Indonesia continued to experience economic 
growth and remained a staunch political ally of the United States. 

The current preoccupation with the quality of governance carries an 
explicit ethical charge that characterizes post-Cold War liberalism more 
generally (Hetherington 2018; Guilhot 2005; Moyn 2010). This move-
ment towards what former United Nations High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights, Mary Robinson, has termed “ethical globalization” (2003) is 
particularly clear in the context of military and humanitarian interven-
tions, where the moral-political ideology exemplified by human rights 
and good governance has become the dominant mode of political imag-
ining (Asad 2003; W. Brown 2001; Zigon 2013a). One consequence of 
this surge of global ethics (Sampson 2005) is that anti-corruption efforts 
have come to be seen as crucial for ensuring that newly democratized 
countries transition to a desired state of liberal democracy. 

The supposed equivalence of anti-corruption, democracy, and the 
governmental good has proven to be, however, a tenuous one. Not only 
have anti-corruption efforts failed to deliver on their promise of curb-
ing corruption around the world (Kaufmann 2009; Sampson 2009), the 
assumed equivalence of democracy and good governance does not even 
hold in the supposed heartlands of liberal democracy. Indeed, Western 
democracies are thought to be “in crisis,” “under threat,” “in decline,” or 
even “dying” (Levitsky and Zieblatt 2018; Przeworski 2019; Van Beek 
2019). Their legal remedies for things like emoluments, collusion, and 
nepotism increasingly lag behind popular condemnations of such prac-
tices. In many democratic nations, the threat of authoritarianism seems 
evermore real. For these reasons, it is necessary to reassess the relation-
ship between corruption, democracy, and the idea of good governance.

In taking on such a reassessment, this book is not a dismissal of the 
importance of problematizing corruption or trying to work towards a 
kind of good in governance. Indeed, given that dissatisfaction with cor-
ruption figures so prominently in people’s complaints about their govern-
ments all over the world (Muir and Gupta 2018), attending to the spe-
cifics of corruption offers valuable insights into existing visions of what 
counts as just, fair, and truly good in schemes of governance. The book 
is, therefore, an ethnographically grounded investigation into what the 
good in governance can look like outside of the dominant, contemporary 
configurations of ethical globalization that have become so hard to unsee 
and unthink. I turn to the effects of anti-corruption efforts in the nascent 
democracy of Indonesia to show how the good governance model itself 
enables a continuation of existing, as well as the emergence of novel 
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forms, of corruption. Spurred by these unanticipated and contradictory 
effects I ask: what if anti-corruption efforts actually make governance 
worse? If we look beyond hegemonic understandings of corruption and 
conceptions of the governmental good, what shapes can good governance 
take and how does corruption figure within it? 

I attend to these questions from the vantage points of civil servants—
who are often considered to be the main culprits of everyday, petty cor-
ruption—in the Indonesian city of Kupang, the capital of the eastern 
Indonesian province of East Nusa Tenggara (Nusa Tenggara Timur, or 
NTT for short). At the time of my research in the late 2000s, Kupang 
was majority Christian with close to 300,000 inhabitants (BPS 2008: 
35). While I was conducting my fieldwork in 2008, the international 
anti-corruption agency Transparency International awarded it the du-
bious title of being Indonesia’s most corrupt city. By attending to the 
social construction of corruption in the situated context of Kupang’s civil 
service, I argue that corruption is not antithetical to good governance 
or outside of processes of democratization, but rather, it is intimately 
implicated with them. 

Corruption as Political Failure? 

I first came to know Daniel Adoe in 2007 during his first year in office, 
when he graciously allowed me to conduct my ethnographic research on 
the effects of post-reformasi administrative changes within all city-level 
government offices. His unexpected victory seemed to signal a decisive 
break with the clientelism and favoritism that had characterized his 
predecessor’s twenty-one years in office. Adoe had managed, against all 
odds, not only to defeat the favored candidate, who had the full support 
of the then mayor and the biggest political party behind him, but to do 
so with a supporting coalition of political parties that mostly consisted 
of Muslim parties. In a Christian majority city within a country with the 
world’s largest Muslim population, this was no small feat. 

A popular concern with corruption played an important part in Adoe’s 
victory. People in Kupang were tired of the korupsi, kolusi, and nepotisme 
(KKN) they associated with the former mayor and his favored candidate, 
dismissively characterizing them as “corruption buddies” or “collusion 
buddies” (Tidey 2018). They preferred to cast their vote for a candidate 
who ran on an explicit anti-corruption platform and offered the prom-
ise of progress and to keep the city’s workings “clean.” Adoe’s election 
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caused concern for those cronies who remained in city government and 
who now wondered how the unexpected change would affect their ca-
reer advancement. For others, including poor market vendors, minibus 
drivers, and women doing laundry in the Dendeng River, Adoe’s election 
held the promise of progress—or at least something better.

Nevertheless, by the time I started my fieldwork during Adoe’s first 
year in office, traces of disappointment had started to cloud the ini-
tial excitement in Kupang. The disappointment was palpable among 
the civil servants with whom I spent much of my time. Some of their 
apprehension stemmed from the mayor’s perceived incompetence. But 
while being critical of Adoe’s political effectiveness, they were also en-
gaging in self-reflection. As we have seen in, for example, Nigeria and 
India, (Gupta 1995; D. J. Smith 2007: 7–9), corruption narratives and 
complaints in Kupang were closely tied to the ways in which people 
tried to make sense of the state, city, and themselves. And in these 
processes of sense-making, civil servants found the city of Kupang, the 
province of East Nusa Tenggara, and Indonesia as a whole wanting, 
especially when compared to an idealized West, like the United States 
or the Netherlands, which they imagined to be “already developed” and 
“free from KKN.” Perhaps most difficult for them was what they con-
cluded about themselves: the persistence of corruption in an age of 
anti-corruption, lower-level civil servants, department heads, and poli-
ticians would all claim, meant that people in Kupang were simply “still 
stupid” (masih bodoh) and “not yet ready” (belum siap) for a new, demo-
cratic state system. 

These self-accusations reflected a general feeling of humiliation the 
Kupangese felt towards their own city and society. The province of East 
Nusa Tenggara is among Indonesia’s poorest. In 2011, it ranked thirty-
first (out of thirty-four) on the country’s Human Development Index 
with almost a quarter of the population living below the national poverty 
line (WFP Indonesia 2013). People in East Nusa Tenggara joke that 
the acronym by which their province is known, NTT, actually stands 
for Nanti Tuhan Tolong (God will help later), Nasib Tak Tentu (unfixed/
uncertain fate), or Nusa Tetap Tertinggal (the island left behind). When 
Transparency International named Kupang Indonesia’s most corrupt 
city in 2008 (Melayu Online 2009; Tempo 2009), it confirmed the self-
Orientalizing critique Kupangese already possessed—that they were, in-
deed, “still stupid” and “not yet ready” for democracy, a conclusion that 
prompted further reflections about the state of democracy in Indonesia 
in general. It was not just the people that were ill-prepared for democracy, 
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Kupangese would tell me. Kupang, NTT, and even Indonesia as a whole 
were simply “not yet developed” and “still transitioning.” 

This view of Indonesia’s democratization process and the suspicion 
that corruption was to blame for the failure of the country’s develop-
ment also captured a more general scholarly disappointment about the 
trajectory of the post-reformasi Indonesian state (Aspinall et al. 2020; 
Bünte and Ufen 2009; H. Schulte Nordholt and Hoogenboom 2006). In 
spite of far-reaching reforms to stimulate democratization, critics claim 
that instead of having achieved the preferred end-stage of meaningful 
or liberal democracy, Indonesia is stuck in a protracted transition. Its 
democracy is thus categorized as predatory, of low quality, and illiber-
al.5 Of particular scholarly concern is the lingering influence of hierar-
chical power dynamics on contemporary Indonesian politics, variously 
described as clientelism, patrimonialism, or neo-patrimonialism, or the 
continuing presence of asymmetrical power relations.6 While there is 
some disagreement as to the extent to which this signals a continuation 
of more traditional power arrangements or suggests a particular mod-
ern reconfiguration of power and politics (e.g., Barker and Van Klinken 
2009), the general consensus is that it interferes with achieving good 
governance. This is unsurprising, for hierarchical and asymmetrical 
power arrangements directly contradict liberal intellectual and political 
ideals, which consider individualism, freedom, and egalitarianism to be 
central to conceptions of meaningful personhood, justice, and the social 
good (Haynes and Hickel 2016; Piliavsky 2014). From this perspective, 
the possibility that hierarchy and patronage might be central to certain 
understandings of the good is absurd. The dissatisfaction and the related 
self-accusations people in Kupang voiced in the aftermath of reformasi 
thus fits well within the larger development narrative, in which corrup-
tion, and specifically the presumed inherent exploitative character of 
asymmetrical power relations, figures as the main obstacle to successful 
democratization. 

5.	 This description of Indonesia is seen in the work of Aspinall and Mietzner 
(2019); Bünte and Ufen (2009: 6–7); Diprose, McRae, and Hadiz (2019); 
Hadiz (2008); Malley (2000); Mietzner (2009); Robison (2002); and Törn-
quist (2008). 

6.	 For examples of how these relations are used to view Indonesia’s protracted 
transition to flourishing liberal democratic conditions see Aspinall and Be-
renschot (2019); Choi (2009); Hadiz and Robison (2013); Schulte-Nord-
holt (2004); and Webber (2006).
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In many ways, the contemporary preoccupation with corruption as 
an impediment to good governance is not unique to Indonesia and fits 
within a more general post-Cold War liberalism (Guilhot 2005). How-
ever, we would be wise to remember that long before the current neolib-
eral interest in good governance, corruption functioned as the symptom 
of a vestigial pathology of the body politic, a condition that weakened 
processes of political liberalization (Hetherington 2018). Most notably, 
perhaps, it was used to explain the failure of those states that gained 
independence after World War II to achieve the end stages of capitalism 
and development as set out in modernization theory (Pierce 2016: 17). 
This explanation fit seamlessly with the long-held belief that corruption 
was endemic to the non-Western Other (2016: 10–12). In this sense, 
good governance and its emphasis on anti-corruption is but the latest 
re-enactment of a steadfast fantasy of progress that fuels the logic of 
liberalism (Edelman 2004; Zigon 2013a). Such fantasies of progress are 
projected not just temporally but also geographically onto non-Western 
elsewheres, with little questioning of the ethical assumptions that ground 
good governance, or how these assumptions compare with other ethical 
foundations of governance outside of liberalism. These fantasies of pro-
gress, with their not-so-hidden ethical assumptions, have been central to 
establishing and maintaining global political-economic power dynamics 
and inequalities (e.g., Brown 2001; Guilhot 2005; Moyn 2010; Zigon 
2017). 

Perhaps paradoxically, Kupangese frequently use the familiar liberal 
language of development and democracy to articulate their complaints. 
Although this suggests that they hope to fulfill the fantasy of progress 
described above, the lived experience of this dissatisfaction and disap-
pointment is much more complex. As Sarah Muir and Akhil Gupta 
(2018) have suggested, corruption might be best understood as a cat-
egory of transgression. The transgressive character of corruption comes 
from its elision of definitions and evoking of questions about justice, 
equity, and appropriate relationships between power and economic re-
sources. Viewed as such, the existent disappointment and dissatisfaction 
in Kupang capture how a program meant to improve governance in fact 
negatively impacts expectations of what counts as just, equitable, and 
good in connection to the distribution of resources. Complaints about 
corruption in Kupang, then, not only signal a failure of political transi-
tion, but more importantly a transgression of care; a dereliction of the 
caring responsibility of the state to ensure possibilities for its people to 
forge worthwhile lives. Good governance, in short, makes life worse. 
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The Rise of Good Governance

A particular vision of the good began to take shape in international 
policy circles during the years before Suharto’s resignation and then 
influenced the particular administrative form of Indonesia during the 
reformasi years. The Indonesian concern with corruption dovetailed with 
a renewed interest that international development institutions displayed 
toward corruption in the 1990s, in which anti-corruption efforts came to 
be closely tied to good governance (Guilhot 2005). For decades, interna-
tional institutions such as the World Bank and the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) had little concern for corruption, favoring instead a 
strict economic approach to development.7 In Indonesia this meant that 
Suharto’s extravagant corruption could go uncontested, as long as In-
donesia continued its economic development and remained an ally of 
Western powers in the Cold War. 

However, with the end of the Cold War and the so-called victory of 
liberal democracy, and the recognition that modernization efforts and 
structural adjustment programs had failed to deliver stable markets and 
democratization, the focus of development shifted from the narrowly 
economic to the role of corruption and governance (Hough 2013, 12–30; 
B. C. Smith 2007: 1–16). The most dramatic denouncement of corrup-
tion happened when James Wolfensohn, then president of the World 
Bank, referred to the “cancer of corruption” in his address during the 
bank’s annual meeting on October 1, 1996. His speech and the subse-
quent launch of the Corruption Action Plan Working Group effectively 
solidified the importance of anti-corruption efforts for international de-
velopment and financial institutions, where it had been steadily growing 
for a number of years. For example, the non-governmental organization 
Transparency International—known for its annual publications of the 
Corruption Perceptions Index and Bribe Payers Index—had been push-
ing for the necessity of attending to corruption since its foundation in 
1993. Furthermore, the United Nations, IMF, and the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) had also started to 
prioritize the importance of tackling corruption (Bukovansky 2006). By 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, most multilateral and nongovernmental 

7.	 Although we should recall that political scientists deployed patrimonialism 
and neo-patrimonialism to explain the failure of African and Asian states 
to modernize in the 1970s and 1980s (see Joseph 1987a; Crouch 1979).
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organizations had incorporated anti-corruption as a central part of their 
rhetoric and reform programs. 

The definitions of corruption that prominent international institu-
tions generally employ tend to be markedly concise and characterize cor-
ruption in a Weberian vein—a transgression of the boundaries between 
the public and private realms.8 For example, the World Bank describes 
corruption as “the abuse of public office for private gain”; the IMF de-
fines it as “the abuse of public power for private benefit”; Transparency 
International stresses “the abuse of entrusted power for private gain”; 
and the OECD calls it “the active or passive misuse of the powers of 
public officials (appointed or elected) for private financial or other ben-
efits” (Hough 2013: 2). 

It is worth noting that despite the sheen of universality and timeless-
ness exuded by such definitions, the understanding of corruption solely 
in terms of transgressing public-private boundaries is relatively new. As 
Bruce Buchan and Lisa Hill (2014) argue in their comprehensive over-
view of the changing usages and meanings of corruption throughout 
Western political thought, it was not until the late eighteenth-century 
that understandings of political corruption came to be restricted to the 
abuse of public office for private gain.9 Until that point, the rather nar-
row view of corruption as a matter of public office was accompanied 
by a more expansive definition of the “degenerative”—a general social, 

8.	 Weber’s main intellectual pursuits revolved around questions regarding the 
creation and maintenance of legitimate political orders. In the context of 
advancing modernity and capitalism in the late-nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, he described a slow evolutionary process of rationalization 
transforming traditional societies into bureaucratic or legal-rational socie-
ties. In such societies, legitimacy of the social order stems from clear rules, 
a high level of professionalism and expertise, meritocracy, the separation 
between the private household and public office, and the subordination of 
passions and personal interests to rationalism and logic. Definitions of cor-
ruption as the misuse of public office—employed by international financial 
and development institutions—come from this line of thought (Rubinstein 
and Von Maravić 2010).

9.	 See also Muir and Gupta (2018b: 5): “As an array of scholars have argued, 
the public/private distinction grew out of but diverged from European me-
dieval political theology and became fundamental to the ideological and 
bureaucratic structures of modern states and markets (Arendt 1958; Cor-
rigan and Sayer 1985; Habermas 1991; Kantorowicz 1958; Marx 1978; Po-
lanyi 1944; Weber 1978).” 



11

Introduction

political, and moral decay. While different in scope, these two concep-
tions of corruption were interconnected as moral and societal decay of-
fered fertile ground for discrete public-office misdemeanors that, in turn, 
further tainted the moral and political fabric of societies. It was only 
with the emergence of the rationalities of liberal democratic governance 
and political economy in the late eighteenth-century, that the interre-
latedness between public office and degenerative corruption came un-
done, and a paricular understanding of the former notion of corruption 
emerged as the dominant definition.

Furthermore, by the late eighteenth-century, changes in political or-
ganization, attitudes toward commercial activity, and imperial expansion 
and colonialism encouraged a progressivist view of history that radically 
departed from the pessimistic, eschatological view that characterized 
earlier classical and medieval thought (Buchan and Hill 2014: 147–148). 
This meant that the long-reigning idea of inevitable, degenerative cor-
ruption and certainty societal decay gradually made way for a teleologi-
cal view, and an understanding of corruption as something that could be 
overcome through technocratic reforms (Pierce 2016: 9–15). This shift 
can be seen as foreshadowing the many ways in which successive incar-
nations of development schemes in general, and anti-corruption efforts 
in particular, would be “rendered technical” (Li 2007: 123) or “projec-
tized” (Sampson 2005: 109). 

Accompanying this change in temporal understandings of corrup-
tion was a shift in the spatial sense of where corruption was to be found. 
In the context of empire and colonialism, the sources of corruption 
were no longer understood to come from within the body-politic of the 
metropole, but rather from the territories where a persistent primitiv-
ism threatened the advanced motherland (Pierce 2016: 12). If in the 
tradition of Western political thought, concerns with corruption en-
tailed focus on the state of one’s own political community, from the late 
eighteenth-century onwards, a set of Orientalist prejudices maintained 
a contradistinction between an honest and industrious North against a 
South lacking those qualities (Taussig 1999: 78). 

This hierarchical positioning of West/North above the rest of the 
world continued to reverberate in concerns with corruption throughout 
the twentieth century, particularly in the post-Cold War development 
of good governance principles. During the period of decolonization, 
as countries throughout Asia and Africa gained independence, it was 
thought that so-called traditional and cultural tendencies worked to 
favor kin, clan, or other intimate groups through hierarchical exchange 
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patterns, or the selfish desires of rulers seeking to satisfy their own 
appetites for riches (Bayart 1993; M. Crouch 2008; R. Joseph 1987)—
these were the obstacles to the teleological progress of modernization, 
development, and democratization. In Indonesia, the current resur-
gence of an analytical interest in hierarchical power asymmetries to 
explain Indonesia’s failure to democratize—couched in terms of cli-
entelism and (neo)patrimonialism—suggests a continuing reluctance 
to question the narrative of developmental progress and its liberal po-
litical limitations. The presumed incompatibility between patronage 
and liberal democratic political arrangements only works to further 
compound already imagined spatial distinctions. This incompatibility 
is strengthened by the tendency to view corruption in Western liberal 
democracies as incidental rather than endemic or systemic (Anders 
and Nuijten 2007: 3). The annual publication of Transparency Inter-
national’s annual Corruption Perceptions Index forms perhaps the most 
visible example of the persistent confluence between perceptions of 
corruption and “long-standing racialized sociogeographic distinctions 
of development and modernity” (Muir and Gupta 2018: 11), and thus 
contributes significantly to the perception of the “corrupt,” non-West-
ern Other.

The definition of corruption as the abuse of public office for private 
gain, its spatial and temporal focus, suspicions of hierarchical political 
arrangements, and faith in technocratic solutions have particular histori-
cal, geographical, and intellectual origins. Nonetheless, they have man-
aged to quickly gain the force and air of the eternal and universal. This 
is buttressed in part by the disciplinary approaches that have influenced 
anti-corruption policy. When international financial and development 
institutions began to prioritize the problem of corruption in the 1990s, 
their understanding of the problem and their policy solutions were heav-
ily influenced by the ideas and recommendations of political and de-
velopmental economists (see Rose-Ackerman 1978; Tanzi 2000). These 
ideas, firmly rooted in the traditions of rational choice and economic 
liberalism, were characterized by a great skepticism about the influence 
of the state in economic and social life, as well as particular presup-
positions regarding human behavior (Bukovansky 2006; Hough 2013: 
23–24). These included, for example, assumptions that politicians and 
public officials tend to be guided by self-interest and profit-maximiza-
tion. Accordingly, larger governments were thought to offer more op-
portunities for rent seeking. Economic liberalism includes a suspicion 
of states, which are assumed to meddle in markets and thereby hinder 
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economic growth and development. When it came to the formulation of 
policy regarding anti-corruption, it thus made sense to single out gov-
ernments, public officials, and their interference in the economy as the 
main source of corruption. The problem of corruption and the framing 
of anti-corruption efforts, therefore, took shape in terms of corruption as 
a problem of the public sector supported by a liberal economic distrust 
of the state.

Consequently, the solution to corruption was initially to encourage a 
“lean” state approach that focused on decreasing the size of governments. 
This approach was perhaps most emphatically voiced by the Nobel Me-
morial Prize winner Gary Becker, who built popular press articles out of 
ideas like: “If You Want to Cut Corruption, Cut Government” (1995) 
and “To Root Out Corruption, Boot Out Big Government” (1994). 
Nevertheless, this lean-state approach and emphasis on economic lib-
eralization failed to deliver convincingly on its promise of combating 
corruption and there is little evidence that anti-corruption efforts have 
mitigated or tackled the roots of corruption (Hough 2013: 22). As Ste-
ven Sampson notes, “Despite hundreds of millions of dollars, and hun-
dreds of programmes, projects, and campaigns, conducted by an army 
of anti-corruption specialists, experts, and trainers, we have very little 
evidence of any decline in corrupt behaviour, or even a decline in public 
perceptions of corruption” (2009: 171).

In fact, opportunities for corruption can flourish alongside anti-cor-
ruption efforts (E. Brown and Cloke 2004; Shore and Haller 2005: 9). 
For instance, some of the most spectacular corruption cases in Indonesia 
have involved officials in the upper echelon of the Corruption Eradi-
cation Commission (KPK), which was created in 2002 to investigate 
large-scale corruption cases (Butt 2012b). Furthermore, the privatiza-
tion of state businesses that form a part of the economic reforms that 
international financial institutions demand as a conditionality for aid 
have occasioned many opportunities for illicit enrichment (E. Brown 
and Cloke 2004: 288). Even from the perspective of rational choice 
theory, this is perfectly plausible—why, after all, would a private sector 
or other non-public sector employee be any less incentivized by rent-
seeking opportunities than her public sector counterpart? Finally, the 
lean-state approach to corruption proves difficult to pursue when the 
countries that persistently score highest (indicating lower rates of cor-
ruption) on Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index—
such as Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands—have notoriously big 
governments (cf. Tanzi 1998: 23). 
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By the late 1990s, a renewed appreciation of the state took hold in 
international development and financial institutional circles. Accord-
ingly, the focus on anti-corruption started to shift from focusing on 
government size to the quality of governance (Hough 2013: 31–47). 
The lean-state approach consequently made way for the ideal of good 
governance, following the reasoning that states that are well governed 
foster environments inimical to corruption. While many buzzwords of 
good governance (e.g., efficiency, accountability, and transparency) have 
infused the discourse of policy and practice the world over, the imple-
mentation of good governance generally involves reforms in four areas: 
constitutional, political, administrative, and public policy (B. C. Smith 
2007: 6). Good governance at a constitutional level requires strengthen-
ing the rule of law and the accountability of political leaders, ensuring 
respect of human rights, and decentralizing political authority. Political-
ly, good governance advocates political pluralism, political participation, 
and anti-corruption. At the level of administration, good governance 
expects accountable and transparent public administration as well as ef-
fective public management. Finally, at the level of public policy, good 
governance is driven by a distinctly neoliberal approach to economics 
and politics. 

Despite an ostensible reevaluation of the role of the state in the man-
agement of a country’s affairs, neoliberal economics continue to domi-
nate the policy dimension of good governance and preferences for lean 
governments persist. Although the good governance approach appears 
to leave more space for nuanced and country-specific anti-corruption 
measures than the earlier lean-state approach, corruption and govern-
ance are still viewed as institutional design flaws that can be remedied 
through technocratic intervention and changes in incentive structures 
(Bukovansky 2006; Hough 2013: 34–35). As Ed Brown and Jonathan 
Cloke (2004: 287) write, “it is clear that the general thrust of anti-cor-
ruption programmes within the ‘good governance’ agenda are sharply 
contradicted by the wider economic restructuring policies prescribed by 
the same institutions.” In spite of the supposedly new appreciation of 
the role of the state in the good governance approach, anti-corruption 
measures still suffered from an earlier “anti-state slant” (2004: 286) in 
which good governance equals lean states. 

For the more pessimistic voices within the anthropology of corrup-
tion, the continued hegemony of neoliberal thought suggests that good 
governance is merely the latest form of “aid conditionality” (Blundo and 
Olivier de Sardan 2006b: 6) and anti-corruption simply “the new stick 
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to beat non-Western governments into compliance with the econom-
ic and political agenda of the United States and the dictates of global 
capitalism” (Shore and Haller 2005: 19). However, such a singular and 
malevolent view of good governance does not fit entirely with what has 
now grown into a veritable anti-corruption industry that intersects with 
movements for global ethics, corporate governance, public administra-
tion accountability, and transparent management, as well as other pro-
jects that involve the promotion of democracy, economic development, 
and state-building (Sampson 2009). Such a complex amalgam of pro-
jects, plans, and ideologies—whose complexity is perhaps better char-
acterized as a “corruption/anti–corruption complex” (Muir and Gupta 
2018: 7)—is likely to contain multiple perspectives and intentions, in-
cluding sincere ones to do good. 

It thus appears that the range of possibilities for what can count and 
be recognized as either good or corrupt is rather limited, and does not 
stretch beyond public sector reforms and increasing market competitive-
ness. It is therefore necessary to move beyond these limitations, and con-
sider alternative possibilities for visions of a governmental good within a 
more complex moral-ethical constellation. 

Ethics and Corruption

During Daniel Adoe’s corruption trial, the prosecutors conducted 
another inquiry involving the mayor’s son, Adi Adoe, who was said 
to have received a cash sum of IDR 600 million ($43,000) after the 
completion of the book procurement project. Minus other evidence, 
prosecutors needed a contractor’s testimony and they pressed him re-
peatedly. He admitted asking Adi to notify him whenever new projects 
came up because Adi was the mayor’s son, leaving open that it was 
merely a proactive initiative by an entrepreneurial businessman and not 
part of a quid pro quo. The contractor also admitted giving Adi money, 
but only as a reward for his help. This admission still was not enough 
for the prosecutors to pursue a case against Adi, however, because ac-
cording to his lawyer the contractor had drawn on his personal funds 
rather than project funds to make the payment, which was not illegal in 
any way. The lawyer, furthermore, told the local newspaper Pos Kupang: 
“If you want to entrap Adi Adoe you can only do that if [the contrac-
tor] admits there was an element of extortion. But the facts of the trial 
reveal that the IDR 600 million from the contractor were given as an 
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expression of gratitude [ungkapan terima kasih] to Adi Adoe” (Lewan-
meru 2014).10 

This failed pursuit of potential charges against Adi Adoe is sugges-
tive of both the legal and ethical limitations of anti-corruption measures, 
and the limited persuasiveness of good governance as a superior kind of 
“global ethics.” Against prosecution attempts to prove a quid pro quo, 
the defense lawyer played the legal definitions of corruption off ethically 
more opaque understandings of corruption expressed in terms of grati-
tude. In doing so, the lawyer deftly took the good governance definition 
of corruption and translated it into an alternative governmental good: 
one characterized by relationality, gift exchange, and care. 

Well aware of the fact that in order for actions to become prosecut-
able as corruption they have to be proven to transgress the boundaries 
of the law, the lawyer made clear that the money given to Adi Adoe 
originated from his client’s perfectly legal personal funds, thereby pre-
empting the possibility for framing the monetary transaction as corrup-
tion. But he did more than disprove the allegation of an illegal or illicit 
exchange. For at the same time, he portrayed the transfer of money as an 
ethical act. By invoking the specter of an extreme form of exchange—
extortion—only to immediately deny its relevance, he diminished the 
negative moral charge of the transfer. By subsequently referring to the 
transfer of money as an “expression of gratitude”, he managed to embed 
his client’s potentially illegitimate actions into the well-accepted ethics 
of interpersonal gift exchange. 

What this maneuvering shows is the tenuousness of the connections 
between legality, legitimacy, and ethics, which the easy entwinement 
of anti-corruption legislation with the moral charge of good govern-
ance fails to acknowledge. In so-called modern societies, the rational-
legal authority Weber identifies with legality equates to legitimacy 
(D’Entréves 1963). In such societies, legitimacy and the law overlap to 
such an extent that they appear to be the same thing. The legality of 
anti-corruption efforts, then, can easily be conflated with the presumed 
legitimacy of good governance. Italo Pardo (2013; 2018) disputes such 
easy conflations and reminds us that “the production of the law must 
take into account the moralities and ethical principles which inform the 
definition of legitimacy at the grassroots, for legislation that enjoys le-
gitimacy is authoritative, therefore, effective legislation” (2013: 124). In 

10.	 Lewanmeru (2014) pursued the story in a succession of articles in Pos Ku-
pang between April-June 2014. 
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other words, legitimacy has a legal as well as a moral component, and for 
the law to carry authority it needs the legitimization that occurs through 
a resonance with existing ethical notions and practices.11 In Kupang, the 
absence of authority of anti-corruption legislation is explained in part 
by a lack of resonance with any singular ethical component. For anti-
corruption efforts fit uneasily with other—sometimes conflicting and 
sometimes overlapping—notions of what is just and good in this eastern 
Indonesian city, where the most dominant notions of just and good are 
best described in terms of an ethics of care and exchange. 

When anti-corruption efforts arrived in Kupang’s government of-
fices in the early 2000s, they did not form one coherent (practical, gov-
ernmental, and even ethical) project. They also did not land on a tabula 
rasa devoid of ideas and practices of a governmental good. As Stephen 
Collier (2005) has argued, neoliberalism does not so much bring its own 
values to any particular new context as co-opt and transform already-
existing values in its own image. We should therefore be mindful of the 
multiple mediations (Gupta 1995; Mani 1990) through which the state, 
or in this case civil service corruption and ideas of a governmental good, 
comes to be constructed. In order to imagine alternative visions of such a 
good, we need to closely attend to how connections between corruption 
and ideas of the good (and the just) take locally distinctive forms with-
out losing sight of the complex, multiply mediated manners in which 
they are constituted, and from there disclose a more complex ethical 
picture of morality, the good, and the just. 

Delineating these locally distinctive forms has long been the strength 
of anthropology. For example, some of the discipline’s earliest engage-
ments with corruption emphasized moral economies (Scott 1977), local 
rationalities, cultural logics, and the social and symbolic dimensions of 
politics, power, and economics, thus recasting what some might view 
as corruption in terms of reciprocity, gift exchange, or patronage (e.g., 
Harrison 2006; D. J. Smith 2007: 10). Still, while such a focus on moral 
economies and local rationalities forms an important contribution to 
general discussions of corruption in which little room is left for ethical 
excess and complexity, portraying corruption in terms of (local) cultural 
logics does little to problematize Orientalist stereotypes, or the hegem-
ony of the progress narrative of liberalism. Neither, it should be added, 
does it address the unquestioned acceptance of a distinction between 

11.	 For more ethnographic approaches to situating corruption within discus-
sion of the law and morality, see Nuijten and Anders (2007). 
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public office and the private sphere that we have already seen as central 
to international anti-corruption efforts. 

However, over the last decade-and-a-half, an increasing number of 
anthropological studies have emerged in which the intersection between 
corruption, morality, state, and capitalism is addressed more explicitly 
(Shore and Haller 2005). These studies emphasize the many different 
types of corruption (Blundo et al. 2006); the embedded patterns of per-
sonal relations and gift giving within changing state configurations (An-
sell 2014; Musaraj 2020; Osburg 2013; Rivkin-Fish 2005); the frictions 
between morality and legitimacy (Pardo 2000; Tidey 2016); how claims 
to legitimacy are tied to the ability to exercise authority (Harrison 2006); 
and the wide geographic range of corrupt practices (Hetherington 2011; 
Hornberger 2018; Sharma 2018; Schneider and Schneider 2005; Yang 
1994)—including in the supposed heartlands of Weberian bureaucratic 
rationality, which contradict the assumptions that corruption is incom-
patible with legal-rational modernity (MacLennan 2005; Shore 2005; 
2018).

We can apply these insights to the hierarchical asymmetrical pow-
er dynamics, that many scholars of contemporary Indonesian politics 
and governance view as the main obstacle to the country’s transition 
to liberal democracy. Since liberal conceptions of modern politics place 
egalitarianism, disinterestedness, and individualism at the heart of good 
democratic practice, it becomes almost impossible to consider such pow-
er dynamics as anything but unjust and exploitative. Indeed, the often-
preferred term of clientelism for such hierarchical arrangements points 
exactly to an individual profit-seeking model of transactionalism that is 
devoid of morality and meaning beyond an exchange of goods or service 
for political support. The recent revitalization of anthropological stud-
ies of patronage and hierarchy (Ansell 2010; Haynes and Hickel 2016; 
Keeler 2017; Peacock 2015; Piliavsky 2021) demonstrate something 
different. Besides refuting the assumption that patronage and modern 
democracy are incompatible, they remind us that patronage points to 
a moral way of organizing transactions. Rather than working from the 
calculus of rational choice, patronage operates on the moral logic of re-
latedness (Piliavsky 2014: 21–27). All this is to say, informed by a par-
ticular relational morality, it is not surprising that many people turn to 
hierarchy as a source of hope and a desirable social good. 

The moral richness of the many vernacular terms that overlap with 
and yet exceed the English word “corruption” offers further insight into 
the locally distinctive forms that connections between corruption and 
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ideas of the good can take. For as Steven Pierce (2016: 4) reminds us: 
“taking the term ‘corruption’ as transparent and straightforward implies 
that it has a universal set of meanings, but its vernacular application … 
maps onto a distinctive local moral field [and] the use of the term lies at 
the center of how moral questions about the distribution of public goods 
are negotiated.” This is illustrated by the many vernacular words that 
share semantic similarities to corruption, but have a more elastic ethical 
charge. Vernacular terms such as the Arabic wasta (Benstead, Atkeson, 
and Shahid 2020), the Chinese guanxi (Smart 1998; Yan 1996) or the 
Russian blat (Ledeneva 1998; Rivkin-Fish 2005) cover a semantic field 
that ranges from interpersonal connections to nepotism. They offer no 
indication of their legitimacy beyond that of the specific social context 
in which they occur. The Indian word brashtaachaar, furthermore, oc-
cupies the same semantic field as corruption in the sense that it points to 
violations of the law and social norms, and yet it also invokes the moral 
obligation of elites to look after the poor (Gupta 2012: 80). Something 
similar occurs in Nigeria, where the word corruption can mean both the 
abuse of public office for personal gain and a wide range of confidence 
schemes perpetrated in order to obtain some kind of advantage, with the 
latter generally being considered far more morally questionable than the 
former (D. J. Smith 2007). What these vernacular terms indicate is that 
their use in particular social and cultural contexts does not easily fit with 
a priori legal codes that presume universal validity. Moreover, their moral 
status is not static and unambiguous.

When it comes to the legitimacy of practices that might be consid-
ered corrupt, international financial and development institutions cannot 
have the final say. With the moral status of potentially corrupt practices 
open to interpretation, there is some agentive possibility of giving ethical 
shape to this interpretation. This is something Beatrice Jauregui (2014) 
shows well in her discussion of the ethics of illegality surrounding the In-
dian practice of jugaad. Similar to the vernacular terms expressed above, 
jugaad occupies a broad semantic field. As a highly polysemic term it 
should roughly be understood as a resourceful approach to achieving ma-
terial or social goals, or a kind of “making do.” Depending on the context 
in which it occurs or who deploys it, jugaad connotes innovation, provi-
sion, or corruption. Its lack of a fixed and stable meaning indicates that its 
moral status is contested and ambiguous, and best characterized as what 
Jauregui calls “contronymic,” or as having the capacity to contain two op-
posing meanings at once. The contronymic character of jugaad facilitates 
a kind of provisional agency that makes it possible for people to creatively, 



Ethics or the Right Thing?

20

and in an improvisational manner, make legitimate what might otherwise 
be considered corrupt. And this improvisational play with contronymy 
would be impossible without a close familiarity with the particular com-
plexities of the situation in which different configurations of corruption 
and ideas of the just and good contrast, collide, and (temporarily) overlap. 
To paraphrase Dorothy Zinn (2019) when she says that seeing the Italian 
practice of racommandazione as sheer bribery misses the associated poet-
ics that are key to understanding it (Shore and Haller 2005: 7), consider-
ing jugaad as mere corruption misses the poetics of provisional agency 
that allows it to become virtuous rather than immoral.

Throughout this book, I attend to this creative and poetic aspect of 
corruption in relation to the larger structural complexity that character-
izes the corruption/anti-corruption complex (Muir and Gupta 2018). 
Contronymy helps to make sense of, for example, a lawyer’s masterful 
maneuvering of legality, legitimacy, and ethics but does not suffice to 
capture the institutional and discursive ethical complexities, contradic-
tions, and overlaps that constitute the social worlds within which the 
civil servants of Kupang need to navigate the confusing anti-corruption 
measures. These social worlds are better described in terms of what Jar-
rett Zigon (2009; 2011b: 62–72) calls a moral-ethical assemblage. 

Such moral-ethical assemblages are not made up of one all-encom-
passing and totalizing morality and its ethical practices, and neither does 
it provide a space for a singular “global ethics” to clash with a singular 
local morality. Instead, these assemblages bring together a wide range of 
institutional, public discursive, and embodied moralities that coalesce to 
constitute the particular social-moral worlds in which people go about 
their everyday lives for the most part in an unreflective and unreflexive 
manner. In such social worlds, civil servants do not merely need to crea-
tively navigate the contronymy of potentially corrupt practices, but rath-
er their moral-ethical assemblic constitution. How, for example, should 
an ambitious civil servant respond to an acquaintance’s request for a civil 
service position when doing so is justifiable via the logic of family care, 
might fit a national ideal of state organization, but otherwise offends his 
own professional standards? The complexity of this moral-ethical assem-
blage entails that certain practices can have the moral status of corrupt, 
ethical, right, or perfect—sometimes simultaneously. It is precisely the 
complexity of this creative enactment that can sometimes lead to certain 
practices being considered corrupt from the narrow perspective of good 
governance, while being experienced as the right thing to do by civil 
servants.
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An Ethnography of Care in Indonesia’s Most Corrupt City 

This book is based on thirteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in Ku-
pang between 2007 and 2010. Since then, the rapid advance of internet 
connections in Kupang, along with an increase in smartphone owner-
ship, ensuing Facebook accounts, and messaging applications enabled 
me to stay up-to-date on developments in the city. For example, I fol-
lowed Daniel Adoe’s trial and conviction, as well as the changes in the 
lives of my guest family, friends, and other interlocutors. In Kupang, I 
had joined a household (the Kaho family) whose members had roots 
in the nearby island of Savu. Living alongside the Kaho family proved 
pivotal for the two interrelated strands that would make up my field 
research: an in-depth study of the effects of anti-corruption efforts on 
Kupang’s civil service from within its bureaucracy, and an intimate ac-
quaintance with the central role that the joys, demands, and obligations 
of family belonging play in the everyday life of Kupang. 

When I first embarked on my fieldwork, I hoped to conduct an eth-
nography of Kupang’s bureaucracy: conducting participant observation 
and interviews while working alongside civil servants within Kupang’s 
government offices. I feared this hope would remain unfulfilled. The very 
things that make bureaucracy fascinating for anthropologists—such as 
its performative formalism, opaque internal dynamics, impenetrable red 
tape, and subtle forms of discrimination and exclusion (Handelman 
1981; Herzfeld 1992; Gupta 2012)—also make it a notoriously difficult 
arena for them to access. Anthropologists have therefore mostly taken 
to studying bureaucracy obliquely through the material culture, such as 
the documents, writing practices, and auditing activities that comprise 
bureaucratic knowledge production (Das 2004; Feldman 2008; Hull 
2012b; Tarlo 2001).12 Indeed, my desire to access the ranks of Kupang’s 
civil servants would have been much more difficult, if not impossible, but 
for my guest brother, Valentino (who plays an important role in chapter 
three). When I arrived in Kupang, Valentino had just graduated from a 
prestigious national-level civil service preparatory academy and started 
his first civil service job as an aide to the recently elected mayor Daniel 

12.	 A notable and encouraging exception to these indirect approaches are the 
various advances into ethnographic studies of bureaucracy conducted by 
China Scherz (2011), Hadi Nicholas Deeb and George E. Marcus (2011), 
both of which appeared in the same 2011 issue of PoLar on the anthropo-
logical study of bureaucracy.
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Adoe. Valentino arranged for me to have an audience with the mayor to 
request his permission to conduct research within any city-level depart-
ment under his mayoral command. During his early tenure, Adoe ap-
peared eager to steer city-level civil service toward what he viewed as a 
more developed and democratic direction. Granting a foreign researcher, 
who was interested in post-reformasi good governance efforts, permis-
sion to participate in everyday office life and conduct interviews within 
his departments aligned with his intentions. 

With the mayor’s permission, I spent approximately three months 
apiece in the following departments: Governance; Information and 
Communication; Human Resources; and Public Works. In these, I par-
ticipated in the general, everyday duties of the civil servants. I chose the 
first three departments because they were located in the same building 
as the mayor’s office and would therefore enable me to witness what was 
turning out to be a contentious aftermath of an unexpected election vic-
tory. I selected Public Works because of its reputation as a particularly 
“wet” (i.e., corrupt) department. I joined meetings, roll calls, trainings, 
and the actual tenders for construction projects; followed the processes 
of drafting formal documents and the hiring of new civil servants; and 
accepted invitations for parties, short trips, and aerobics classes. With a 
team of student assistants from the local Undana University, I closely 
followed the 2008 East Nusa Tenggara gubernatorial elections. I also 
conducted formal and informal interviews with lower- and upper-level 
civil servants, temporary employees, department heads, journalists, and 
contractors within and outside the offices in Indonesian—interviews 
that became increasingly sprinkled with Kupang vernacular. 

Having a guest brother who had just started working for the mayor 
was an example of the kind of fortuitous happenstance that characterizes 
the undetermined and open-ended method of ethnographic fieldwork, 
which sets it apart from methods aimed at producing more standardized 
forms of knowledge (Armstrong and Agulnik 2020; Hazan and Hertzog 
2011; Rivoal and Salazar 2013). The Kaho family, however, would likely 
offer a different explanation for my relatively smooth entry into Ku-
pang’s civil service. The immersion in family life that formed the second 
strand of my research in Kupang familiarized me with the importance 
of helping others through material gifts and non-material support, all 
in the service of maintaining social ties. Variously framed by my guest 
family members as “Kupang custom” or “Eastern character,” social and 
moral life in Kupang hinges, in part, on the continual responsibility one 
has towards intimate others when they are in need and when one is in 
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a position to fulfill their obligation. From this perspective, my access to 
the bureaucracy was less serendipitous as it was the expected result of 
having already been invited into an existing network of kin, and enjoying 
the accompanying caring responsibility displayed towards others within 
such networks.

The continued interweaving of these two strands of my research, 
disclosed a different story about corruption and its discontents, from 
the international-institution narrative regarding monadic individuals 
who engage in corruption for reasons of self-interest to the detriment 
of the efficient and effective functioning of government. The story that 
materialized was one of everyday people in Kupang routinely helping 
each other out in an economically precarious part of Indonesia while 
becoming uncertain about the moral status of their acts and afraid of 
legal repercussions due to an increased scrutiny of corruption. In this 
account, anti-corruption is not experienced as a guarantor of a good life 
but as a threat to it—interrupting the caring responsibilities that make 
life livable in a poor province whose nicknames suggest it is left behind, 
doomed to an uncertain fate, and in need of divine help. The central 
challenge, therefore, is not how to entice people to adhere to new rules 
and regulations in order to ensure a narrowly defined prescriptive and 
universal good, but how to ensure that anti-corruption efforts do not 
impede possibilities for forging worthwhile lives. The ensuing struggle 
is to distinguish good relationality from badly responding to expecta-
tions of and obligations towards intimate others. To put this differently, 
it pertains to how to distinguish corruption from care. Making sense of 
the adverse effects of anti-corruption efforts inspired by the idea of good 
governance, requires emplacing these efforts and their effects within a 
perspective that prioritizes the centrality of care. 

To that end, let us reframe the projects of good governance and anti-
corruption in terms of care, or lack thereof. In order to do this, it is help-
ful to draw on Elizabeth Povinelli (2011: 160), who writes, “to care is 
to embody an argument about what a good life is and how such a good 
life comes into being.” Povinelli poses this definition in the context of 
her long-term investigation into possibilities, under the conditions of 
what she calls late liberalism, for a social and political otherwise. By late 
liberalism she refers to its crisis of legitimacy as a theory of political 
governance and self-evident relation to democracy and capitalism. These 
interconnected questions of care and the good life amidst the crisis of 
liberalism are relevant for people in Kupang, who increasingly struggle 
to live with the direct effects of the tension inherent in the project of 
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good governance, where the liberal democratic promise is corroded by 
its economic liberal assumptions and practices. As we have seen, despite 
the good in the programmatic aims of good governance, its suggestions 
for the good life are all tied to an economic and political preference for 
lean governments. In Kupang, this translates to fewer job opportunities, 
fewer possibilities for socioeconomic ascent, and more policing of caring 
behavior. Rather than embodying an argument of what a good life is, 
good governance actively appears to prevent possibilities for a good life 
from coming into being. Couched in this perspective of care, we see a 
disconnect between a particular governing ideal that has lost sight of the 
importance of care, and a set of living practices for cultivating the good 
life in which care figures prominently. 

This friction between larger caring impulses and situated notions of 
what counts as a good or worthy life, has similarly figured prominently in 
various ethnographies of biopolitical, humanitarian, and developmental 
care published over the last decade (e.g., Feldman 2019; Garcia 2010; 
Gupta 2012; Stevenson 2014; Ticktin 2011; Zigon 2019).13 What these 
studies have in common, and shared by the argument put forth in this 
book, is that large care initiatives are often experienced as uncaring by 

13.	 For example, Lisa Stevenson (2014) highlights the troubling discrepancy 
between the Canadian bureaucratic state’s concern with biopolitical care 
around the epidemics of tuberculosis and suicide and its cruel indifference 
to the particular lives of Inuit in the Canadian Arctic. Angela Garcia (2010) 
shows the disconnect between the therapeutic impetus of heroin detoxifica-
tion clinics and the impossibility of alleviating the pain of intergenerational 
material and cultural dispossession along the Rio Grande in New Mexico. 
Jarrett Zigon (2019) depicts harm reduction programs all over the world as 
more akin to clinics for normalization than as providing a community of 
users who care for one another in an attuned manner. In the realm of hu-
manitarian care, Miriam Ticktin (2011) addresses how in France humani-
tarian immigration practices carried out in the name of compassion work 
to reproduce rather than address existing racial and gendered inequalities. 
In Palestine, Ilana Feldman (2019) describes the inability of humanitar-
ian aid practices equipped to deal with emergencies to meet the challenges 
of Palestinian refugees experiencing the chronic condition of loss and dis-
placement into camps. Finally, in his work on bureaucratic structures and 
institutions in India, Akhil Gupta (2012) masterfully dissects how care is 
not only arbitrary in its consequences but also that this very arbitrariness is 
produced by the very mechanisms that are supposed to alleviate social suf-
fering.
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those subjected to them. Instead of allowing people to feel cared for or 
about, these initiatives feel indifferent, anonymous, excluding, stigma-
tizing, isolating, and erratic to those who experience them. What adds 
to this experience of care’s absence is the contrast between the ways in 
which these larger caring initiatives envision persons—be they patient, 
addict, asylum seeker, refugee, or civil servant—as individualized and 
disconnected from their histories, material conditions, and relations with 
others, and people’s actual and experienced entanglements within mate-
rial and cultural surroundings, intergenerational continuities, historical 
developments, and particular lifeworlds with the human and the non-
human, the living and the dead. To put this differently, the disconnect 
between a supposedly caring governing impulse and situated concep-
tions on what constitutes a good life stems in part from a misrecognition 
of human beings as atomized rather than as relational.

This is a misrecognition that extends to contemporary liberal demo-
cratic modes of governance. Here it is rooted in the long-standing lib-
eral distrust of inequality and relatedness, given its ideological valuation 
of egalitarianism and disinterestedness. However, as Anastasia Pilia-
vsky (2014) points out, all political arrangements imply some form of 
relational morality, even liberal democratic ones where, paradoxically, a 
pretense of asociality exists alongside the expectation that voters will 
cast their votes out of selfless social mindedness. In liberal democratic 
political conditions, a state’s caring promise is that in return for their 
participation in a system of representative democracy, citizens will be 
able to attain some version of the good life. However, for many people 
currently living under such conditions, like those still enduring the far-
reaching austerity measures implemented by many European countries 
in the time of the Great Recession, it seems that the liberal democratic 
state is increasingly failing in the fulfillment of its caring promise. A 
recognition of the fundamental relational character of people, as well as 
modes of governance, is thus a pressing one that extends far beyond the 
confines of Kupang. 

In this book, the idea of care begins with the assumption that humans 
are essentially relational beings with an inherent capacity for openness 
to the world, others in it, and the possibilities such openness affords. 
If we can trace a rational, individualist understanding of personhood 
back to liberal political philosophy, this relational understanding has 
its roots in the phenomenological tradition of continental philosophy. 
I draw, in particular, on the work of Martin Heidegger (2008: 235–244; 
349–381). In contrast to a cognition-focused Cartesian view of human 
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beings that places a distance between subjects and the external world of 
objects that fits so well with the monadic individualist conception of hu-
man beings in good governance ideology, Heidegger presents us with an 
understanding of human beings as inextricably and ecstatically in worlds 
with others. Human beings’ mode of being-in-the-world with others is 
not characterized by separation, but by a basic and constant “standing 
out” (ekstasis) spatially and temporally towards other beings, things, and 
events in the present, past, and future. It is this basic human ecstatic re-
lationality that Heidegger refers to as care. We can roughly understand 
this to mean that care points to people’s tendency to orient themselves 
to, and concern themselves with, their worlds and those in it; projecting 
themselves into future endeavors while being shaped by past conditions. 
Care, then, does not in itself convey any kind of sentimentality, value, or 
good, but simply refers to the “out-standing” and relational way in which 
human beings exist in their worlds with others. To put it simply, to be 
human is to be concerned and care for the world and others with which 
one is inextricably intertwined. 

There are ethical implications to understanding care in terms of such 
human, ecstatic relationality—particularly in light of the failures of anti-
corruption efforts. As proposed in the previous section, good governance 
is but one institutional morality in a larger and much more complex 
moral assemblage that also includes “custom,” “character,” older corrup-
tion regulations, ideologies of nation-building, religious teachings, along 
with many other examples of embodied, discursive, and institutional 
moralities. These assemblages offer people what Webb Keane (2016: 
27) calls ethical affordances, meaning “any aspect of people’s experiences 
and perceptions that they might draw on in the process of making ethi-
cal evaluations and decisions, whether consciously or not.” In this study 
of the contradictory effects of anti-corruption efforts, my main interest 
lies not in which rules are bypassed, but rather in the question of what 
people do when ethical demands present themselves. Put another way, 
given the various affordances offered by the complex moral-ethical as-
semblic context of everyday life in Kupang, what stokes people’s moral 
engines (Mattingly et al. 2018)? What propels them to act in certain 
ways and not others? As this book sets out to show, an ethics of care and 
exchange—or an ethics characterized by a caring responsibility that is 
tied to helping out in material and non-material ways—finds far more 
resonance along this moral-ethical assemblage than the rule-based pre-
scriptive morality of good governance. 
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This book roughly covers the period of Adoe’s mayoral tenure, a pe-
riod in Kupang marked by an initial excitement and hope regarding the 
promise of reformasi that then gave way to disappointment and resigna-
tion. It looks at how civil servants and others in Indonesia’s supposedly 
most corrupt city unreflexively re-inhabit their lifeworld after a moral 
breakdown (Zigon 2007) occasioned by these anti-corruption efforts. 

These attempts cannot be properly understood without taking into 
account, that one of the most difficult things for many Kupangese in 
the aftermath of the implementation of anti-corruption efforts, was how 
to clearly and unambiguously distinguish corruption from care in their 
everyday practices. Thus, a central component of my aim of considering 
alternative possibilities for governmental goods beyond the dominant 
one proposed in good governance programs, is to ethnographically con-
sider the way in which accusations of, complaints about, and attempts 
to avoid engagements with KKN connect to violations of expectations 
of care for others. While most of the ethnographic examples I describe 
here concern small-scale, interpersonal situations—some of which take 
place within the walls of government offices, others on the front porches 
of people’s homes—the insights we can gain from these are helpful for 
understanding the larger question of why anti-corruption efforts have 
not noticeably decreased corruption in Indonesia (and elsewhere), and 
why good governance initiatives may, in fact, make governments worse. 

At the heart of answering such questions lies the recognition that 
care, as grounded in a foundational human relationality, forms an indis-
soluble part of any form of a governmental good. Where good govern-
ance approaches go wrong is that the understandings of corruption and 
the anti-corruption measures they put forward in an eagerness for lean-
ness and faith in technocratic reforms are disconnected from such ques-
tions of care; indeed, they disregard the Heideggerian insight described 
above: to be human is to be a caring being. Furthermore, its one-size-
fits-all, top-down approach fails to account for the complexity of the 
moral-ethical assemblage of any locality where it arrives. Therefore, in 
contrast to conceiving of any governmental good a priori, let us dive into 
this assemblic complexity, and spend some time with actual people and 
their attempts to navigate the blurry, murky, opaque landscape of post-
reformasi bureaucracy, and contemplate care and corruption with them 
in order to think an alternative to the false promise of good governance.





29

chapter one

Kupang, the Giving City

From the Back to the Front

The crown jewel in Kupang’s complex of city-level government branch-
es, offices, and institutions is the mayor’s office. Its modern and majestic 
two-storey building is home to several of the city’s departments and the 
offices of hundreds of civil servants. In front of the building is a large 
open space known as a lapangan. In more fertile parts of Indonesia, such 
an area would be covered in luscious, green grass, but in arid Kupang, 
there are only paving stones painted green. Twice a week, all the civil 
servants gather on this site: on Monday mornings for an obligatory com-
munal assembly and on Friday mornings, in their best athleisure wear, 
for a weekly aerobics session.1 At its far end, gold metal letters affixed 
to a concrete base seem to beam out Kupang’s city motto to all those 
gathered there: Kupang Kota Kasih, or “Kupang the Giving City.” 

Indonesians are prone to clever portmanteaus and other forms of 
word play, so it is not surprising that the kasih (giving) part of the motto 
actually forms an acronym that spells out the city values: work, safety, 
health, beauty, and harmony. In a city where acts of giving to others is 
an important responsibility and care is prized in relationships with inti-
mate others, it is not surprising that at first glance the city’s motto also 

1.	 While attending these events is obligatory, it is not uncommon for civil 
servants to skip them.
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emphasizes giving. But the motto does not refer to the city’s citizens as 
giving but, instead, frames the city itself as giving. Why would that be? 
What is it that a giving city gives? 

For the civil servants who gather on the lapangan twice a week, what 
the city gives above all else is employment. Because Kupang has a rela-
tively small private sector, the state is the main source of reliable work 
and the competition for government jobs is steep. The desirability of a 
civil service position stems in part from its material rewards. Beyond the 
salary, there is: a monthly rice allowance based on an employee’s family 
size; health insurance; the possibility of getting a loan at the bank or 
credit at car and motorcycle dealers; and a guaranteed pension. The as-
sociation with material benefits leads young men with civil service posi-
tions to dress in their civil service uniforms when they go to a girlfriend’s 
parents to ask permission to marry. In other words, the giving city pro-
vides the means for making a life. 

Along with the material benefits, there is also the matter of social 
standing. As Pak Marinus, an upper-echelon official in the Kupang De-
partment of Public Works pointed out to me during an evening I spent 
with his family in their comfortable home: “Here in Kupang, your social 
status is higher if you’re a civil servant. Even though you can just manage 
to make ends meet, this job comes with prestige (gengsi). You have more 
status.” Telling me about his childhood growing up as the youngest of 
a family of eight in the neighborhood of Fontein, which was decidedly 
lacking in gengsi, he made clear to me that the importance of this op-
portunity for status cannot be overstated. His parents were uneducated 
and poor. His father made some money by occasionally hauling stones at 
building sites and by searching for medicinal plants in Timor’s interior 
to sell in Kupang. Family parties were as much part and parcel of life in 
Kupang then as they are now. His parents, nevertheless, rarely attended 
such parties as guests but, instead, tended to work in the background—
cooking and cleaning in exchange for some money or food. 

One night at a neighbor’s family party, while arranging some fire-
wood to heat the cooking pots, Marinus’s father pulled him aside and 
gestured towards the guest area, where chairs were precisely lined, facing 
a little improvised stage on which the MCs and other speakers would 
give their speeches. He told Marinus that he hoped one day his children 
would be able to sit there among the other guests. He did not entertain 
the possibility that his children could make it to the front row, or even 
up on the stage, for such honorary spots, he presumed, were only for 
very important civic officials. It would be enough if they could just sit in 
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the front, for this would mean his children would no longer be involved 
with the labor in the back, such as getting water from the well and doing 
dishes. Instead, they would be respected guests. Currently a high-ranking 
civil service official and a beloved MC who often finds himself not just 
among the invited guests and sitting in the front but standing up on the 
stage, Marinus often recalls his father’s words. His move from a family 
in the back and behind the scenes to a prominent person at the center 
of social life, was entirely facilitated by his employment as a civil servant 
of the giving city. The giving city, then, not only provides the financial 
means to make a life, it opens the possibility for a socially meaningful life. 

Comparable stories abound in Kupang. For instance, a middle-aged 
lower-level civil servant recalled the awe he felt as an eight-year-old boy, 
shoeless in dirty clothes, when a government official visited his little vil-
lage on the island of Rote. It was his first encounter with someone from 
the government and he was struck by the man’s appearance: washed 
face, coiffed hair, shiny shoes, and well-pressed uniform on which no 
stain or tear could be detected. “This,” he thought, “really was somebody.” 
Similarly, while reminiscing about his childhood growing up in Kupang, 
Cornelis Lay, a professor at the prestigious Gadjah Mada University in 
Yogyakarta, Java, also underscores the transformative power of a civil 
service job. As he describes it, a common response people have when-
ever someone manages to obtain an elusive civil service position is to 
exclaim: Su jadi orang nah! (Now he’s really become someone!) (Lay and 
Van Klinken 2014: 168). Further east in Biak, Papua, civil servants also 
form an important prototype for a valued category of personhood—they 
are not “just anyone” (Rutherford 2003: 45).

These examples of what Michel Trouillot (2001) calls “state encoun-
ters” suggest that the giving city offers people not only the means for 
earning a livelihood but more importantly the means for pursuing a good 
life that is locally worthy. It bestows upon those lucky enough to become 
civil servants the possibility of achieving a particular form of valuable 
personhood—of really becoming someone; the kind of person who can 
take up the responsibilities of care that are expected of accomplished 
adults in Kupang. From the perspective of people living in the giving 
city, then, the good governance preference for lean states means limiting 
the opportunities for people to take on those caring responsibilities and 
the vaulted status of personhood otherwise unavailable. How can such 
limitations be considered a good thing? Conversely, how can attempts 
to expand access to the giving city’s resources ever be constructed as 
something corrupt? 
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This chapter pursues the question of how to understand the unan-
ticipated effects of anti-corruption efforts within the logic of the giving 
city. Responding to recent calls in anthropology to attend to the disag-
gregation of the state (Gupta 2012), I here demonstrate that the effects 
of anti-corruption campaigns are a lot less surprising if we recognize the 
state in Kupang to mean a giving city than if we assume a state’s coher-
ence, unity, or singular intention. Singling out what is often assumed to 
be a mere part of the state that usually gets subsumed under the wider 
encompassing category of the nation-state—that is, the city—as that 
which constitutes the very meaning of the state in Kupang, might seem 
somewhat counterintuitive. Of course, as Akhil Gupta (2012: 70) re-
minds us, those “presumptions regarding the ontological sameness of 
states motivate many cross-cultural comparisons of states.”2 Indeed, it 
is such presumptions of a cross-cultural sameness that make possible 
comparisons between them regarding, for example, their levels of cor-
ruption listed in the Corruption Perceptions Index, and from which gen-
eral and generalizable ideas of good governance can take form. Yet, these 
presumptions of sameness are the product of studies of the state that are 
always partial, fragmented, and often focused on particular branches, in-
stitutions, or representatives of the state (2012: 54). This partiality, then, 
hardly justifies generalizations to universality or reifications of the on-
tological status of states. In the case of civil service corruption in an age 
of good governance, such presumptions impede any understandings of 
how anti-corruption efforts fail to curb corruption and even facilitate the 
emergence of new forms of it. 

The idea of a giving city has much more resonance in Kupang than 
conceptions of the state rooted in ideas of coherence and vertical en-
compassment. Taking a historical view, we see that Kupang belongs to 
a wider network of suzerainty and sovereignty, which in pre- and post-
independence Indonesia has always been contingent, based not on loy-
alty or nationalist sentiment but on strategies of gift exchange and state 

2.	 This agreement centers around assumptions that states are social imagi-
naries that operate within a bounded national territory (Gupta 2012: 61); 
have a monopoly on the legitimate use of force (Weber 1946); possess the 
primary claim to authority and legitimacy over and against other social in-
stitutions (Corrigan and Sayer 1985: 7); and employ a notion of scale that 
ensures the vertical encompassment of hierarchical levels into a coherent 
whole (Ferguson and Gupta 2002a). They are “unitary organization(s) act-
ing with singular intention” (Gupta 2012: 46).



Kupang, the Giving City

33

expansion. The ethnographic examples then show that Kupang does not 
sit within the nested hierarchy of a vertically encompassed state (Fer-
guson and Gupta 2002a). Instead it is one node in what I call, drawing 
on Rupert Stasch’s (2009) work on the central role of alterity in social 
relations, a wider state-of-otherness—a conception of the state in which 
belonging is always tinged with suspicion, and where closeness and dis-
tance are created, maintained, or kept at bay through a logic of care and 
exchange. 

Consequently, in a giving city, visions of a governmental good differ 
from those of a neoliberal state. What comes to count as corruption from 
the perspective of the neoliberal state can be viewed as care from the 
perspective of the giving city. If we want to understand the ethical and 
practical confusion around the effects of anti-corruption in civil service 
in Kupang and begin to imagine an alternative governmental good, we 
need to grasp the tension between the ethos of good governance and the 
actual giving city with its ethos of care and exchange. This tension can 
be seen by looking at two cases of civil servants being hired illegally and 
asking: what comes to count as corruption when the giving city comes 
up the against neoliberal state? 

Kupang, a Gifted City 

Kupang, located on the southwestern edge of the arid island of Timor, 
serves as the capital and sole urban district (kota) of the East Nusa Teng-
gara province, where the overall opportunities for employment are scarce 
and where most of the population relies on subsistence agriculture in a 
region that has one of the lowest average rainfalls in Indonesia. Thus 
the “hungry season,” or musim lapar (McWilliam 2002: 39), is a regular 
occurrence, leaving people from all over the province and beyond to mi-
grate to Kupang in search of educational and professional advancement.3 
The overwhelming presence of the state contributes to its attraction, and 
indeed, its reputation as a giving city is closely tied to it being a site for 
the redistribution of state resources.

3.	 West Timor is part of the Indonesian province of East Nusa Tenggara. The 
eastern part of Timor, along with the small exclave of Oecusse in northern 
West Timor, form the sovereign state of East Timor (Timor Leste), which 
gained independence from Indonesia following a referendum supervised by 
the United Nations and its bloody aftermath. 
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Until 2010, Kupang formed the administrative center of three distinct 
levels of government: the municipality (kota) of Kupang, the regency of 
Kupang, and the East Nusa Tenggara province.4 Given the presence 
of these three levels of administration in one city, the state apparatus 
is the largest provider of direct, indirect, formal, and informal employ-
ment (Tidey 2012).5 The state also dominates the urban landscape as the 
most eye-catching structures are government buildings and the smaller 
government offices are found among the houses and shops throughout 
the city’s sprawling neighborhoods. Even when not in the direct vicin-
ity of a government building of some sort, the state leaves its imprint. 
Office vehicles, for example, are used by civil servants for purposes other 
than work. You will find their red-numbered plates on cars and mopeds 
parked in front of Kupang’s sole night club on a Saturday night, by the 
beach at Tablolong, south of Kupang, on a Sunday afternoon, or parked 
overnight outside a government official’s home. In other words, as we 
saw with the role the civil service uniform might play in a proposal of 
marriage, the material and visual representations of the state are woven 
into even the most intimate parts of everyday life in Kupang. 

In spite of this, we should refrain from viewing such visible and mate-
rial representations as the successful construction of what Philip Abrams 
(1988) calls the mask of the state, or of an achieved vertical encom-
passment into the larger Indonesian nation-state (Ferguson and Gupta 
2002). From within the logic of the giving city, instead of the vertical 
imposition of the state, we see how the state is expanding and contract-
ing along ever-changing webs of sovereignty and suzerainty. Rather than 
an image or mask of state coherence and unity there is an uncertain and 
fragile condition maintained through long-standing logics and practices 
of gift exchange. From the perspective of the longue durée, good govern-
ance forms only its latest iteration. 

4.	 Indonesia is divided administratively into four levels. Propinsi (provinces) 
form the first-order administrative level, kabupaten (regencies) and kota 
(municipalities) the second-order administrative level, kecamatan (districts) 
make up the third-order administrative level, and desa (villages) and kelu-
rahan (urban communities) make up the fourth-order administrative level. 
Provinces, regencies, and municipalities have their own local governments 
and parliaments. 

5.	 In 2010, the kabupaten (regency) of Kupang moved its administrative center 
and departments to the town of Oelamasi, approximately thirty-five kilom-
eters outside of Kupang. 
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Colonial Occupation 

The Republic of Indonesia’s boundaries were largely set during the time 
of Dutch colonial occupation. Within its current borders, there are over 
seventeen thousand islands and hundreds of ethnic and linguistic groups 
(Ricklefs 2008). Achieving a sense of unity amidst this diversity, to echo 
Indonesia’s national motto of “Unity in Diversity” (Bhinneka Tungal Ika), 
is no small feat. While some Indonesian historians point to the former 
great empires of Majapahit and Mataram in order to claim precolonial 
historical precedents for Indonesia’s national unity—suggesting that 
West Timor and other eastern Indonesian islands functioned as vassal 
states to these empires—historical evidence offers little to suggest they 
were ever anything more than trade partners to these early states (Far-
ram 2010: 4). 

The rise of Hinduism, Buddhism, and subsequently Islam that so 
influenced political organization in Java did not have any significant 
impact on Timor, which contained, instead, a dynamic and shifting po-
litical system that consisted of a religious center with four territories 
around it. There, and in the other islands that currently make up East 
Nusa Tenggara, political systems were not characterized by long-lasting 
stability, but by shifting and changing alliances that were made and re-
made through intermarriage, internal warfare, and headhunting internal 
warfare, and headhunting (Cunningham 1962; Ormeling 1956; Nord-
holt 1971). This does not mean that Timor and the other islands that 
now make up the province of East Nusa Tenggara were not in contact 
with other parts of the archipelago, Asia, and the wider world beyond. 
The abundance of high-quality sandalwood had indeed attracted trad-
ers from at least the thirteenth century onwards. In this way, Timor was 
shaped as a hub in trade networks that extended far beyond the Indone-
sian archipelago. 

The sandalwood trade that connected Timor to faraway lands also at-
tracted Europeans to the region, and their arrival would ultimately pose 
the biggest change to existing Timorese political systems. After their 
conquest of the Malay city of Malacca in 1511, the Portuguese were the 
first to establish a permanent settlement in the Lesser Sunda Islands by 
building a fortress on the island of Solor, north of Timor, in 1561 (Far-
ram 2010: 35). The Dutch East India Company (VOC), embarked on 
a series of assaults on this stronghold from 1613 until 1646, when they 
finally occupied the fortress. In 1653, the Dutch shifted their stronghold 
and the hub of their activities from the Lesser Sunda regions to Kupang, 
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naming their new castle Fort Concordia (Boxer 1947: 1–5). This move 
took place in accordance with an agreement the Dutch had made earlier 
with the Helon ruler of the Kupang area to establish a presence in Ku-
pang Bay and participate in the sandalwood trade (Nordholt 1971: 167). 
Remnants of Fort Concordia still overlook Kupang Bay; the surround-
ing area now a military base. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, the Dutch continued to compete with the Portuguese and the 
Topasses—a Eurasian population loosely allied with the Portuguese—
for control of the sandalwood trade and, thereby, territorial control of 
Timor. By the end of the eighteenth century, the island was divided into 
three: the Dutch controlling the western part, the Topasses the center, 
and the Portuguese the eastern part (Farram 2010: 37).

Until the late nineteenth century, however, the presence of the Eu-
ropeans in Timor did not radically interfere with the existing dynamics 
of political (and religious) systems. The Dutch scholar Jacob van Leur 
(1967) suggests that European entities in Southeast Asia were at best 
on equal footing with indigenous ones and mostly had to adapt to ex-
isting systems of power. Many Topasses married the daughters of local 
rulers to forge alliances, whereas the Dutch and Portuguese relied on 
contracts and agreements. For the Timorese, the alliances with Euro-
pean newcomers offered opportunities for advancement in ongoing in-
tra-island rivalries. The Dutch only exercised authority in their strong-
hold in Kupang and its immediate surroundings, and they populated 
this area with clusters of loyal immigrants from the nearby islands of 
Rote and, to a lesser extent, Savu. They engaged in military action with 
the help of Rotenese troops only when provoked by the Portuguese, 
Topasses, or rebellious Timorese, but otherwise made no attempts at 
territorial control of Timor outside of Kupang and had no significant 
presence there. This started to change when, between 1893 and 1916, 
the Dutch and the Portuguese set out to end hundreds of years of dis-
putes and enmity by establishing a border between the western and 
eastern parts of the island (Farram 2010: 52). While this boundary is-
sue played out, however, sentiments in the Netherlands regarding how 
to rule the colonies were in flux, mirroring a general new imperialist 
trend among colonial powers at the time. The period of Dutch rule in 
Timor that can be best described as a “policy of non-interference,” or 
abstention, had effectively come to a close by the end of the nineteenth 
century (2010: 62). 

The early twentieth century saw the rise of Dutch pacification cam-
paigns that attempted to establish Dutch suzerainty throughout the 
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entire Indonesian archipelago.6 In order to accomplish this, they em-
ployed military interventions and short contracts between the Dutch 
and indigenous rulers. In western Timor, ongoing warring and head-
hunting between indigenous states, and not infrequent rebellion against 
the Dutch, spurred a series of Dutch military campaigns to bring about 
the “peace and order.” Additionally, the Dutch drastically reduced the 
number of kingdoms there, seeking to create a legible system of indi-
rect or native rule consisting of kings (raja), administrators, and village 
heads who could act as an effective intermediary between the Dutch ad-
ministration and native population (Farram 2010: 104).7 This Dutch at-
tempt to create a stable, legible, and effective layer of indirect rule did not 
fit well with the far more fluid reality of Timorese politics and, in fact, 
helped exacerbate the existing intra-island battles for political power. 
For example, the internal strife and competition impeded the authority 
some raja had over their new subordinates while various rulers fought 
over who would fill a particular raja position. Finally, the Dutch indirect 
system of rule failed to take into account the fact that those rulers with 
authority over the greatest number of territories, the ritual lords, had 
no executive power, whereas secular lords with executive power exerted 
their influence over a smaller territory (2010: 104–106). In short, these 
attempts to implement political change did not succeed in upending ex-
isting power relations or unambiguously establishing Dutch suzerainty. 

In a similar vein, the moral component that accompanied the in-
tensification of Dutch control in the early twentieth century—named 
the Ethical Policy—also ended up undermining Dutch colonial rule. 
Claiming that their reinvigorated interest in imperialist expansion was 
at least partly motivated by a “moral duty” to repay a “debt of honor” to 
the Indonesian people for the enormous wealth the Netherlands had 
extracted from Indonesia, the Dutch professed concerns for the welfare 

6.	 Besides formalizing their authority, the Dutch also sought to implement 
taxation, expand their administration, and construct roads and other infra-
structure with the help of corvée labor.

7.	 For example, the small states surrounding Kupang, which had formed part 
of the Helon kingdom at the time of the Dutch arrival in the seventeenth 
century but had long since been overtaken by other rulers, united into the 
kingdom of Kupang. Nicolaas Isoe Nisnoni, a descendant of the notori-
ous Sonbai kingdom, who the Dutch considered to be loyal and who was 
well-respected among Timorese kings, became the first Raja Kupang (see 
Farram 2010: 104–105). 
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of the Indonesian population (Ricklefs 2008: 183–184). Consequently, 
Timor saw the construction of roads, a telephone network, and airfields 
(Farram 2010). The Catholic Church and Protestant churches, whose 
presence had been stable but minimal since the arrival of the Dutch and 
the Portuguese in the area, also expanded steadily and a network of na-
tive schools emerged. 

This rise of educational levels throughout the archipelago generated 
the first stirrings of nationalism. In Kupang, Malay-language newspapers 
with nationalist inclinations appeared in the 1920s. Around the same 
time, various political organizations modeled on those established in 
Java began to coalesce around a range of nationalist ideas.8 Although the 
nationalist aspirations differed by group and the combined membership 
of these groups was but a fraction of the population of Kupang, Timor, 
and NTT, it is fair to say that the Dutch efforts at establishing suzerainty 
was not unequivocally successful. While the Dutch had hoped these ef-
forts would increase Indonesians’ support for their colonial suzerains, 
they, in fact, facilitated possibilities for nationalist imaginings outside 
Dutch colonial rule. Their attempts to foster a sense of belonging to the 
colonial state instead fueled fantasies of freedom. 

When the Japanese easily defeated the Dutch during the Second 
World War and occupied the archipelago, they further destabilized 

8.	 But, as Farram (2010: 109–127) notes, these groups differed in their ideolo-
gies and alliances. For example, the Timorsch Verbond (Timorese Alliance) 
aimed to expose Dutch misdeeds and injustices and its members ranged 
from moderate to more revolutionary. They sang Indonesia Raya at meet-
ings, and allied themselves with the Permoefakatan Perhimpoenan–perhim-
poenan Politik Kebangsaan Indonesia (PPPKI; Consensus of the Indonesian 
People’s Political Associations), the union of nationalist groups under Su-
karno, who would become Indonesia’s first president. The more moderate 
members of the Timorsch Verbond went on to found Perserikatan Timor 
(Timor Union), a moderate group that expressed loyalty to the Dutch, al-
though some of its members at times expressed a desire for independence. 
Sarekat Rajat (People’s League) was a more radical and supposedly com-
munist group with links to the national Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI; 
Communist Party Indonesia), even though most of its members were hazy 
on what communism actually meant. The more youthful Perserikatan Ke-
bangsaan Timor (Union of the Timorese People) was established in 1937 
and it supported the demands made by Gabungan Politik Indonesia (GAPI; 
Indonesian Political Federation), a union of nationalist organizations, for 
increased equality between the Netherlands and Indonesia.
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established authority and helped foster new nationalist dreams.9 How-
ever, not everyone imagined a unified Indonesia stretching from Serang 
in the very west to Merauke in the very east that freedom fighters in Java 
and Sumatra were envisioning. Japan, while offering lofty promises of 
independence to nationalists in Java and Sumatra in order to secure their 
co-operation, planned on the resource-rich eastern Indonesia to remain 
a colony (Farram 2010: 143–188). 

The Dutch, who returned after the end of the war in 1945 to attempt 
to reestablish their control of Indonesia, an endeavor they finally aban-
doned in 1949, similarly saw little reason for a unitary state. Hoping to 
counter the advance of the decidedly anti-Dutch Indonesian Republic 
that was founded in Java and Sumatra in 1949, they supported the estab-
lishment of an Indonesian Federation. In 1946, Timor, along with other 
parts of eastern Indonesia that the Dutch presumed to be loyal, formed 
the State of Eastern Indonesia (Negara Indonesia Timur, or NIT). While 
some factions in Timor scoffed at the idea of continuing relationships 
with the Dutch, giving NIT the nickname Negara Ikut Tuan (the state 
that follows its master), others feared Javanese domination and an Is-
lamic takeover if Timor or the NIT were to join with the republic (Far-
ram 2010: 192–243). A general suspicion of perceived Javanese influence 
and Muslim dominance continues to be a source of worry and com-
plaint even today.10 After the Dutch agreed to Indonesian sovereignty 
in 1949, and the various states that made up the federation merged into 
the Republic of Indonesia, NIT, fearing the prospects of becoming sec-
ond-class citizens in a Javanese dominant and overwhelmingly Muslim 
state, was one of the last states to follow. The newly formed republic thus 
contained, from its inception, some fundamental internal divisions that 
belied its proudly proclaimed national motto: Unity in Diversity.

Postcolonial Kupang

These fears of marginalization did not disappear after unification, and 
attempts to allay them set a precedent for how the relationship between 
Kupang and the national government in Jakarta would function in the 

9.	 They did so in part because they employed local nationalists and rajas in 
their ranks (see Fox 1977; Van Klinken 2014: 111–118).

10.	 As exemplified by the conviction of Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (better known 
as Ahok), the Christian former governor of Jakarta, on blasphemy charges 
in 2017.
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following decades. During the 1950s, after the initial euphoria over in-
dependence had mostly dissipated, regional dissatisfaction with the cen-
tral government started to grow. The discontent centered on corruption, 
a failure of Javanese management, president Sukarno’s increasing sup-
port for the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI), and suspicions of 
a budgetary favoring of Java at the expense of other regions. It fueled 
regional revolts and calls for increased autonomy in Aceh, other parts of 
Sumatra, Ambon, and Sulawesi. 

One such revolt was the Permesta rebellion that originated in the 
eastern Indonesian city of Makassar in 1957 and whose proponents 
demanded increased autonomy for all of eastern Indonesia. The revolt 
spread to Kupang, where people had been growing increasingly frus-
trated with, among other things, the influx of Javanese former freedom 
fighters who received coveted positions in local civil service as payment 
in return and the central government’s lax delivery of much needed ser-
vices (Farram 2010: 260–263). The central government’s response to 
such uprisings was to grant more regional autonomy and local control 
over state resources. In 1958, the province of Sunda Ketjil, consisting of 
some of the former NIT islands, became three separate provinces: Bali, 
West Nusa Tenggara, and East Nusa Tenggara. 

The increased autonomy created a surge in civil service positions. Af-
ter independence in the 1950s, the number of civil service positions was 
three times the number of the 1930s (Van Klinken 2014: 36). After the 
creation of East Nusa Tenggara, the number of provincial civil servants 
again tripled—from 438 in 1956 to approximately 1500 in 1958. Most 
of these were stationed in Kupang (2014: 135). As Gerry van Klinken 
has put it, the payoff for quashing regional rebellion was to turn the 
bureaucracy into a “massive job creation scheme” (2014: 37). In lieu of 
infrastructural developments or other projects aimed at improving the 
welfare of regional populations, the expansion of civil service functioned 
as a kind of “gift of primitive accumulation” under the ideological man-
tel of “state socialism” (2014: 10). In other words, we can see that what 
holds the Indonesian nation-state together is an emerging practice of 
exchange. 

When Suharto replaced Sukarno (1967) as president by playing on 
anti-communist sentiments, the civil service initially shrank due to the 
purging of suspected affiliates of the Indonesian Communist Party. With 
the echoes of regional revolts still reverberating, however, Suharto’s New 
Order regime was mostly preoccupied with the maintenance of political 
stability (Van Klinken 2014: 35–38). This meant that it kept personal 
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taxation low and continued to send cash to the regions and expand the 
civil service, an endeavor greatly aided by the 1974 oil boom.11 In 1978, 
for example, the central state gifted Kupang its official status as an “ad-
ministrative city” (Kota Administrasi), which again occasioned further 
expansion of its civil service (Kota Kupang, 2021). Besides limiting the 
potential for regional rebellion, this expansion of jobs also helped secure 
the political loyalty of Indonesia’s sizeable civil service corps. 

Fears of insurrection as well as rewarding loyalty motivated the central 
government’s decisions on regional budget allocation, an arrangement 
Hans Antlöv (2003: 143) characterizes as a “massive patronage system.” 
The result: “loyalty was rewarded and predation on those outside its em-
brace was tolerated if not encouraged” (Bourchier 2015: 242). In other 
words, even with the New Order, the relationship between Kupang and 
the nation-state was still maintained by a political logic of exchange, in 
which money and employment were used to assure loyalty and inclusion 
into a less than stable nation-state. The giving city bestowed its gifts of 
employment, gengsi (prestige), and personhood, because of its relational 
entanglement with a giving state.

Reformasi-era Kupang

It is perhaps not surprising that the administrative changes implemented 
in the post-Suharto reformasi era, although heavily shaped by the condi-
tions that came with IMF aid, do not seem to have altered the practices 
of exchange significantly. Just as post-independence Indonesia saw an 
increase in regional autonomy, so too did it see a pemekaran (blossoming) 
of newly autonomous regions. After 1998, the number of provinces rose 
from 26 to 33 (now 34), while the number of autonomous regencies and 
cities grew from 300 to 440 in 2005. Although the idea of pemekaran 
fits with the decentralizing mission of good governance, the subsequent 
expansion of the state apparatus and civil service seems to contradict 

11.	 In 1979–1980, 89% of NTT’s provincial budget consisted of transfers from 
the central government (Barlow, Bellis, and Andrews 1991: 262–263; cited 
in Van Klinken 2007: 275). Between 1975 and 1986, the government’s 
share in NTT’s RGDP doubled from 10.1% to 19.5%, overtaking trade. 
Agriculture’s portion of the RGDP, meanwhile, had shrunk from 71% in 
1970 to 53.9% in 1986. Meanwhile, between 1979–1980 civil servants re-
ceived anywhere between 68% and 86% of the government budget (Barlow, 
Bellis, and Andrews 1991: 243; Van Klinken 2014: 138).
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the dictates of an efficient and lean state so prized in good governance 
ideology. However, once again, we might view this expansion as a way 
to alleviate the threat of revolt. While Indonesia’s post-independence 
period occasioned the Permesta rebellion, the post-reformasi era saw its 
own eruption of regional revolts (Van Klinken 2005; 2007). As before, 
granting more autonomy and increasing civil service proved to be an ef-
fective way of preventing secession and the spread of regional discontent. 

While this logic of exchange might have long proven effective in pre-
venting and soothing the regional rebellions that damaged the imagined 
unity of the nation-state, it does not unequivocally ensure a seamless 
(vertical) encompassment into that imagined unity. The introduction of 
a modern state-system from the early twentieth century did not so much 
culturally construct a state over and against a notion of society, as it con-
tinuously secured the fragile and uncertain integration of places such as 
Kupang into the fabric of the nation-state through repeated gifts—in 
the form of that expanding state apparatus and civil service. Concomi-
tantly, this offered opportunities for social ascendancy to those who were 
“lowly born,” thereby slowly erasing the privileged position the aristoc-
racy had long held (Van Klinken 2014: 70). 

Worth emphasizing here, is how the gift of locally worthy person-
hood is made possible by the city’s integration into a larger state, works 
as gift-giving. The giving city can give because of the gifts it is given by 
the national government. While this logic of gift exchange as a means 
of tying different spatial nodes and hierarchical levels of government 
together has been analyzed quite productively through the lenses of ne-
opatrimonialism and clientelism in the context of post-reformasi Indo-
nesia (Berenschot and Aspinall 2019; Simandjuntak 2012), we should 
refrain from using terms that suggest an aberration from the ideal-typ-
ical visions of what states ought to look like. Rather, keeping in mind 
both Gupta’s (2012) admonishment to treat the ontological sameness of 
states as a question rather than an established fact, and Danilyn Ruther-
ford’s call to allow for “alternative paths to modernity” (2003: 231), we 
can begin to see a kind of state in which gift exchange plays an impor-
tant part of its ontological groundings. 

Kupang and Timor’s history of warring clans, trade relationships, 
strategic marriage alliances, ever-shifting and dynamic political part-
nerships, and post-independence state socialism show the managing 
of closeness and distance across a social field characterized by a funda-
mental alterity—an alterity that can be bridged through an active and 
continuous flow of gifts. Here we see that reflection of Rupert Stasch’s 
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(2009) understanding that for the Korowai of West Papua otherness is 
central to social organization (in contrast to the idea that social bonds 
are the product of people’s similarities or shared experiences). If our fo-
cus is otherness rather than unity, therefore, we see a state organization 
in Kupang based on the centrality of gift exchange and the place of the 
giving city within a wider political state-of-otherness that makes possible 
various relationalities of distancing and closeness. 

Distancing and Closeness in a State-of-Otherness

The giving city of Kupang is the product of hundreds of years of ac-
cumulated relationalities of distance and closeness practiced through a 
logic of gift exchange. Successive cycles of state expansion have man-
aged to both position Kupang within the larger constellation of the In-
donesian nation-state and establish its reputation as a giving city that 
can bestow its gifts of employment and valuable personhood upon the 
citizens. However, the historical vicissitudes of the uneasy relationship 
between Kupang and the Indonesian nation-state continue, character-
ized by deep-seated feelings of mutual distrust and suspicion. In such a 
context, the regular state expansion and promise of an increase in civil 
service positions and other state resources offer the bare minimum of a 
conveyance of care necessary to secure a sense of national stability, while 
directly contradicting the neoliberal good governance preference for lean 
states. 

Parading Personhood

As an example of the distance, otherness, and distrust that character-
izes the relationship between Kupangese and the nation-state, let us first 
turn to the civil servants and their eager participation in events meant 
to celebrate national belonging. Recall that civil servants in Kupang are 
quite eager to inhabit the state uniform and then some are reluctant 
to take off their uniforms after work. Many eagerly don their national 
Civil Service Corps (KORPI) uniforms on the seventeenth of every 
month in commemoration of Indonesia’s independence on August 17, 
1945. While such representations and other performances of statehood 
can form important modalities through which states are culturally con-
structed (Sharma and Gupta 2006: 18–21), this is not necessarily what 
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happens in Kupang. Rather than strengthening an image of the state as 
whole, coherent, separate from society, or contributing to the vertical-
ity and encompassment that lends states their superior authority and 
legitimacy, participation in performances of statehood and nationalism 
in Kupang works to encourage distancing between Kupang and Jakar-
ta and strengthens the image of the giving city as a maker of valuable 
personhood. 

To illustrate this, consider the civil servants working in the mayor’s 
office during the week leading up to the massive parade the city organ-
ized to celebrate Kupang’s fortieth anniversary as an administrative city 
in March, 2008. Kupang does not offer its citizens much in the way 
of excitement, so the few annual parades and the yearly city fair that 
takes place every August are highly anticipated events. For the city’s an-
niversary celebration, all city-level departments participate. The parade 
is routed along Kupang’s main thoroughfares and stretches from late 
morning to midafternoon. Although not every civil servant is obliged 
to join in, most in the mayor’s office plan to do so. Some people work to 
design banners that display the name of their department. Others dis-
cuss the hair and make-up appointments they have made in preparation 
of the event. Those in the parade have to walk several miles while fully 
exposed to the sun, but this does not elicit complaints from the very peo-
ple who normally grumble about having to stand out in the bright day 
in uncomfortable shoes during weekly assemblies, or walk the fifty yards 
from the office to the nearest food stand for some fried rice or instant 
coffee. Unlike assemblies, weekly aerobics sessions, and other tedious 
communal civil service activities, the parade is something everyone looks 
forward to.

On the day itself, I stand on the side of Jalan Sudirman, Kupang’s 
main shopping street, with members of my guest family and neighbor-
hood friends. The onlookers who line the streets are many rows deep. The 
vendors selling snacks, drinks, and toys are doing good business. I see 
department after department walk past. Civil servants, all well-coiffed, 
well-shod, and wearing big smiles, hold up their banners and wave as 
the people of the crowd look for familiar faces in the parade. This parade 
celebrating Kupang’s status as an administrative city within the larger 
Indonesian nation-state was in many ways a performance of statehood 
and seeming celebration of national belonging. Its banners, uniforms, 
and little red and white Indonesian flags all form cultural representations 
of the state. In other contexts, such displays of state performance help 
conjure the mask of the state (Abrams 1988; Nugent 1994). In Turkey, 
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for example, enthusiastic participation in similar state performances 
strengthen nationalist sentiments among participants and onlookers, 
even though this is not the immediate purpose of such performances 
(Navarro-Yashin 2002).12 In Kupang, by contrast, because state forma-
tion was never fully achieved, participation in performances of state and 
nationalism actually work to produce distance in a state-of-otherness. 

Danilyn Rutherford’s (2003) ethnography of the Biak in the east-
ernmost province of West Papua, an area historically even more tenu-
ously incorporated into the Indonesian nation-state than Kupang, offers 
an illuminating comparison. The central problem Rutherford interprets 
concerns the Biak’s abrupt switching of nationalist sentiments to Pap-
ua in the 1990s, after what appeared to be their solid integration into 
the Indonesian nation-state. Throughout most of the New Order rule, 
the island of Biak—like the city of Kupang—displayed an enthusiastic 
participation in the state’s representational and discursive practices, pro-
jects and programs, such as diligently attending schools and universities, 
taking up employment in government institutions, being fluent in both 
the Indonesian language and its rhetoric of rule, and joining in the re-
gime’s projects and programs. Yet, despite this enthusiastic participation, 
such affect failed to take hold among the Biak and had, in fact, seriously 
frayed by the end of the New Order regime. 

In order to understand this failure of hegemony among people who 
did not openly defy or attempt to subvert the regime but, in contrast, 
wholeheartedly participated in it, Rutherford stresses the particular fet-
ishistic fascination Biak’s have had historically and culturally with the 
“foreign” (amber). The foreign provides valuable goods and prestige to 

12.	 To be sure, enthusiastic participation in nationalistic performances do not 
always strengthen the state image. While addressing the Peruvian gov-
ernment’s response to a popular underground party in the 1950s, David 
Nugent (2018) stresses how in times of crisis, participation can actually 
serve to fuel suspicions of revolutionary inclinations. Furthermore, Alexei 
Yurchak (2006) described how in late-Soviet Russia, participation in the 
general form of authoritative discourse enabled a “performative shift” in 
which speech and discourse tended to slide away from constative meanings. 
However, these two authors address breakdowns and failures in state coher-
ence and state formation in contexts where state formation seems to have 
been successful at some point—as Navarro-Yashin (2002) shows it still is 
in Turkey—and where performances of state were successful in producing 
the mask of the state. In Kupang, as suggested above, there is the possibility 
that state formation was never unambiguously achieved.
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those with access. Both value and prestige can be bestowed upon others 
through intimate exchange and in turn become locally recognizable and 
exchangeable. Important to note is that accessing the foreign does not 
mean fully identifying with the perspectives of outsiders, but rather, to 
wear “foreign potency on [one’s] skin” (Rutherford 2003: 17). Indone-
sians from other islands, American tourists, representative of the United 
Nations would all be grouped as amber. It is in the context of this fet-
ishistic fascination with the foreign that Rutherford understands Biak’s 
anti-national understandings of space, time, and self despite apparent 
signs of submission to national authority. Instead of radically rupturing 
understandings of subjectivity and relationality, these processes, prac-
tices, and materialities of nation-building became yet another potential 
source of amber. Apparent performances of national belonging, then, do 
not strengthen nationalist sentiments but imbue people with an elevated 
status. 

These are important insights to keep in mind when considering Ku-
pang’s anniversary parade. The banners proclaiming department names, 
the uniforms, and the Indonesian flags all conjure the image of the state, 
but along with something else, something more important. This some-
thing else was conveyed in the shined shoes of those participating, the 
salon-styled hair, the elegant high heels, and the freshly applied lipstick. 
It was communicated by the smiles flashed to onlookers and the ex-
cited waves exchanged between the parade participants in the street and 
the audience on the sidewalks. It was expressed in the sigh my teenage 
guest brother, Yongki, let out when looking at the parade he said that 
he wanted to become a policeman. This something else that was cultur-
ally constructed in this performance of statehood was not so much the 
state but a locally valued personhood. In other words, the onlookers who 
had gathered to watch the parade that day did not see the Indonesian 
nation-state. They saw individuals who had really become somebody. The 
performativity in Kupang’s parade did not so much produce a mask of 
the state as it indexed the nation-state as an elevated amber source of 
value that gives people personal prestige or gengsi. In this way, Kupang 
does not become more integrated into the nation-state but, rather, takes 
its distance from it.

Fragmented Field Administration

The continued presence of vertical structures of government within the 
supposed horizontalization of administration effected by decentralization 
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serves as another example of this play of distancing and closeness be-
tween Kupang and the nation-state. Post-reformasi decentralization ef-
forts have indeed transformed the old hierarchical structure of subordi-
nation—cities and regencies answered to provinces, provinces answered 
to the central government—into self-governing administrative regions 
with elected district heads and members of parliament. Cities, regen-
cies, and provinces thus have a certain degree of autonomy in budget-
ary and governing matters. However, there are deconcentrated, “vertical 
agencies” under the direct control of the central government: responsible 
only to the central government, receiving their budgets from the central 
government, recruiting only from the central government’s labor pool, 
and following the central government’s policies. The coexistence of ver-
tical government agencies under the central government’s jurisdiction 
and decentralized, horizontal government agencies is aptly called “frag-
mented field administration.” 

While vertical agencies were ostensibly justified by the need to de-
liver certain specialized services, one city-level department head never-
theless considered their presence in Kupang to be the continuation of 
a supposedly passé sentralisme. The governor of the East Nusa Teng-
gara (NTT) once complained in a newspaper article about national 
officials being unwilling to coordinate their programs with regional 
administrations: 

If one is stationed in this area, one has to coordinate with the regional 
government whenever there are development activities. The provin-
cial government of NTT forms an extension of the central govern-
ment in the region, so every vertical official is obliged to coordinate 
with the regional government. If one does not wish to coordinate, 
one should not be stationed in NTT (Kupang News, 2011).

The uneasy coexistence of vertical and horizontal government struc-
tures contributes little to imagining a coherent and unified state. Instead, 
it exacerbates long-standing mutual antagonisms between Kupang and 
“Jakarta,” which is no neutral metonym for the state, but used to signal 
the idea of national-level power wielded against unvalued places like 
Kupang. Rather than producing a smooth-running state apparatus in 
which a specialized vertical structure of governance offers expertise and 
professionalism to complement the complex everyday business of re-
gional governance, the co-existence of vertical and horizontal governing 
structures only reinforces a sense that regional governments and officials 
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remain inferior in status and power to their slightly elevated federal 
counterparts. 

For their part, vertical officials see very little reason for cooperat-
ing with their regional counterparts. I saw this firsthand when trying 
to find budgetary information on Kupang by visiting the local office 
of the Ministry of Finance. The department head’s carpeted office was 
outfitted with a sizeable executive desk, luxurious couches, and even 
an aquarium. He told me how vertical agencies differed from the local 
government offices, civil servants, and bureaucratic practices of Kupang. 
Vertical civil servants, he explained, were far more professional than 
those employed in regional administrations. Their salaries are higher but 
they work much longer hours than non-vertical civil servants, who, he 
assumed I had noticed, have a tendency of showing up late for work and 
leaving early. Vertical civil servants are transferred to new areas every 
few years to prevent rustiness and to keep them, he assured me, from 
getting entangled in, or used for, what he called the “unsavory dealings” 
that were said to be the norm in places such as Kupang: namely, nepo-
tism, bribery, and laziness. 

The head himself was from Jakarta, he explained, and he had previ-
ously been posted in Java and in Bali. He wistfully recalled his times 
there:

In Bali or Java, when executing a construction project, you know that 
all the money will be spent on building the building. The money is 
put to good use. Here, however, by the time the money is spent the 
building is not yet completed or of poor quality. Somehow, along the 
way, people “eat the cement, eat the asphalt, eat the papers” (makan 
semen, makan aspal, makan kertas). It’s unprofessional! That kind of 
stuff does not happen here, in a vertical institution.

Corruption in the construction sector is by no means unique to Ku-
pang, as we will see in greater detail in chapter five, nor are the other 
ills mentioned by the national official. From someone who professed 
to be very unhappy with being stationed in what he considered to be a 
humiliating backwater, the tropes of corruption, unprofessionalism, and 
laziness were used to distinguish the professionally and ethically infe-
rior regional administration from the superiority of the vertical agen-
cies. Whereas the production and embodiment of differentiation be-
tween the higher reaches and lower levels of bureaucracy is one means 
by which states can produce the effect of vertical encompassment of the 
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“local” (Ferguson and Gupta 2002a: 987–988), in this case it we see the 
opposite effect of distancing Kupang. 

Construction Projects: Keeping it Local

This distancing effect is mutually produced. Kupangese officials and 
contractors active in the city-level construction sector so reviled by the 
Ministry of Finance, also prefer to conduct their business within the 
confines of the giving city. Most construction companies in Kupang 
are classified as small and are not equipped to take on larger-scale 
projects. A Public Works official explained to me how the department 
and local contractors nevertheless find ways to keep bigger projects 
in-house:

Not many local companies have the manpower, machinery, or skills to 
handle large projects, therefore there is a risk that the large-scale and 
expensive projects get snatched away by big contractors from outside 
(luar), for instance Java. Public Works committees and local contrac-
tors have a mutual understanding of how to engage in business. They 
know one another, are familiar with each other’s backgrounds, fami-
lies, experiences in the field. Most importantly, they know how their 
bribing system (suap-menyuap) works. It is less clear how to socialize 
with (bergaulan) outside contractors, who are unaware of the con-
struction customs in Kupang. So sometimes it’s easier, and definitely 
more profitable, to cut up a large tender project into smaller pieces so 
our smaller companies can get it. 

A solution to the problem of outside contractors monopolizing the 
large construction projects is turning those larger projects into smaller 
ones that local companies can execute. If kept within the local brib-
ing system, state money allocated to construction projects tends to find 
its way to all sorts of people who are formally unrelated to the project 
through intricate networks that operate according to ideas of fairness 
and necessary distribution. Outsiders are likely unwilling to indulge 
these local unwritten “construction customs,” thus keeping money out of 
local circulations of exchange and care. Neither the contractors nor the 
Public Works officials in Kupang are under the illusion that big outside 
contractors do not engage in some kind of suap-menyuap themselves, 
but they simply know how to “socialize” with big outsiders in such a way 
that they can tap into the vast money flows of big construction projects. 
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Practices such as cutting up large tender projects, then, help keep outsid-
ers out and distanced.

Simmering underneath these practices is the long-held suspicion 
that Jakarta simply takes from regions (especially non-Muslim ones) 
without giving back, thus flouting the ethics of exchange and care that 
Kupangese hold dear. Whether by awarding civil service positions in 
Kupang and NTT to freedom fighters from Java and Sumatra in the im-
mediate post-independence period, or today, by neglecting to invest in a 
region lagging economically, educationally, and in healthcare, people in 
Kupang expect very little from the capital. The tendency and preference 
for “keeping things local,” however, is not one of simplistic contradic-
tions between local and national, or even global, but is open to a creative 
alignment of the giving city with other nodes across this expansive state 
field of otherness. If a fear of missing out on the spoils of construction 
money encourages contractors and Public Works officials to keep out-
siders at a distance, the logics of gift exchange are also employed to bring 
other outsiders closer. 

The Windmill Project

In an effort to secure green and cheap energy in a city plagued by regular 
power outages, the newly elected mayor had a plan to construct wind-
mills. Through channels that never became clear to me, Kupang had con-
nected with representatives from a small Dutch municipality who were 
interested in helping Kupang erect a row of windmills. The project was 
not the result of any kind of bilateral cooperation, NGO intervention, 
or transnational program. It was simple mutual cooperation. Project rep-
resentatives in Kupang hoped to profit from Dutch expertise with wind 
energy, whereas the Dutch delegation was motivated by a desire to do 
good, perhaps out of a Dutch moral duty to repay a long-standing debt 
of honor. 

In order to assess possibilities for developing the windmills, the 
Dutch delegation of five middle-aged male civil servants visited Ku-
pang in mid-2008. Besides formal planning meetings and field visits 
to potential suitable field sites, the visit also included various forms of 
gengsi and personal touches that helped establish professional ties deep-
ened by personal bonds, not unlike those of guanxi-building banquets in 
China (Osburg 2013; Smart 1998; Yan 1996; Yang 1994) or mafia ban-
quets in Sicily described by Jane and John Schneider (2005). They were 
welcomed with lavish formal ceremonies, fêted with dinner parties, and 
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treated to enchanting entertainment. Upon request by the mayor, I did 
my best to aid the proceedings by acting as a translator. Unaccustomed 
to, but appreciative of, this mix of businesslike negotiations with pleas-
urable sociality, members of the Dutch delegation told me they were 
very committed to the windmill project. When I told the mayor about 
the Dutch enthusiasm, he seemed pleased. He asked me if the guests 
had enjoyed the Kupangese displays of respect and attempts at making 
them feel welcome, and was much relieved when I assured him that they 
had. Success in any business endeavor cannot be expected on the basis 
of formality alone. Establishing what the Public Works official called a 
“mutual understanding,” or being able to “socialize,” matters just as much 
if not more. 

During the remainder of my fieldwork, however, I heard nothing 
more about the windmill project. I had, in fact, completely forgotten 
about it until, by coincidence, I ran into one of the members of the 
Dutch delegation in a restaurant in the Netherlands. When I asked him 
what had happened with the project, he said that after having assessed 
various possible locations, none were suitable for catching enough wind 
to generate electricity. They had, therefore, regretfully decided to pull 
out of the project. Despite the ultimate failure of the windmill project, 
this example illustrates that when improvement is needed, Kupang does 
not necessarily look to Jakarta, which is seen as a place of rejection, 
non-recognition, and lack of respect (mutuality). Rather, it looks across 
an assemblage of overlapping and competing sovereignties for poten-
tial alignment and cooperation along the logic of an ethics of care and 
exchange. 

From the Matryoshka-Doll State to the Giving City

After taking a close look at the historical and recent development of 
the city of Kupang within larger contexts of sovereignty and suzerainty, 
and the various ways in which distance with Jakarta and closeness with 
transnational elsewheres is produced, the image of the state that emerges 
in Kupang is one that counters that of unity, coherence, and encom-
passment. Against this image, we can see the state in Kupang in terms 
of a giving city in a wider state field of otherness. Within this field, 
any connectedness with other branches, scales, and representatives of 
the nation-state, transnational states, and even supranational, state-like 
organizations cannot be assumed but needs to be accomplished anew 
through that logic and ethics of mutuality and exchange. 
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One implication of this is that anti-corruption efforts—or any ef-
forts to bring about change under the banner of good governance as 
imposed from on high—will have unexpected and contradictory effects. 
Good governance initiatives depend on the visions of states, the legal-
ethical authority and legitimacy of which stem, in part, from the seam-
less encompassment of localities into wider regions, nation-states, and, 
ultimately, the international community (Ferguson and Gupta 2002). 
In these Matryoshka-doll conceptions of the state, legal changes at the 
level of the nation-state ought to play out in local domains without 
losing their persuasiveness. Similarly, the ethical clarity of good govern-
ance should descend unadulterated. As we have seen so far, however, 
Kupang is not part of such a state. It is, instead, a giving city, where the 
working ideas of the good are embedded in a complex ethics of care and 
exchange. What, then, happens when the giving city comes up against 
a neoliberal state? 

Corruption, Care, and Honorer

The post-reformasi decentralization of the Indonesian state apparatus 
set in motion a blossoming (pemerkaran) of new provinces and regions, 
thereby enabling an expansion of the civil service that contradicted the 
neoliberal ideological preference for lean states. To counter this fattening 
of the state in an era of a supposed trimming, the Indonesian govern-
ment decreed a nationwide moratorium on hiring new civil servants in 
the months leading up to Kupang’s first-ever mayoral elections in 2007. 
In Kupang, such a moratorium effectively contradicted its conceptions 
of the governmental good and its norms of conduct. In order to bypass 
the injunction from Jakarta, there arose the practice of hiring temporary 
office workers known as honorer. In this way, the city was able to main-
tain an ethics of care and exchange as the giver of valuable personhood. 
In doing so, it offered a different view on what counts as corrupt and as 
good in the giving city. 

Honorer are well-known fixtures in Indonesian government offices. 
Officially, government departments employ honorer on the basis of ne-
cessity, as when the number of tasks exceeds what “full” civil servants at 
that department can handle. When the need for extra help has passed, 
departments are supposed to let their honorer go. Honorer are paid from 
a region’s discretionary funds, or own-source revenue rather than the 
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centrally allocated funds that are used for the salaries of civil servants.13 
Because of this, departments can exercise some discretion in hiring and 
firing of honorer. 

It is easy to distinguish honorer from actual civil servants. The khaki 
uniforms of honorer do not display the Indonesian Civil Service (KOR-
PRI) emblem that is so proudly displayed on those of the civil servants. 
Honorer also do not receive the complimentary monthly rice allowances 
that accompanies civil servants’ salaries and are not entitled to health 
insurance or pensions. Nevertheless, given the general difficulty of find-
ing employment in Kupang, honorer positions are highly desired. Even 
without the KORPRI emblem, the uniform still signals the enviable at-
tained personhood Kupangese associate with civil service employment. 
Furthermore, although honorer positions are supposed to be short-term, 
in practice one can hold honorer positions for many years. For some, 
such positions even prove to be stepping-stones to “full” civil service em-
ployment. In fact, every year, city-level government accepts a number of 
honorer formally as actual employees with all accompanying benefits into 
civil service without requiring them to undergo the various arduous ap-
plication procedures usually required of aspiring civil servants.

For the disgruntled head of the Ministry of Finance office in Kupang, 
the employment of this honorer loophole served as yet another example 
of local backwardness and a lack of professionalism, since, according to 
him, officials used this loophole to unfairly hire family members into po-
sitions for which they were neither needed nor qualified. As we will learn 
in the following chapters, some officials indeed admit to hiring family 
members as honorer. However, by invoking a responsiveness to family 
obligations they often describe this as an ethical rather than illicit act. 

Max Weber (2006: 58–59) pointed out that bureaucrats operating 
under abstract rules and general norms might always exercise some crea-
tive discretion. When such rules and norms are deemed to be too rigid or 
run afoul of popular opinions regarding substantive justice, bureaucrats 
can flout formal and rational objectivity. Weber does not mean to imply 
that officials act in a completely arbitrary manner or are motivated solely 
by personal interests. Rather, their creative discretion takes place against 
a larger purpose, or raison d’etat, that is stifled by bureaucratic formalism 

13.	 Own-source revenue refers to the revenue that is collected by regional gov-
ernments (for example in the form of local taxes), instead of funds being 
transferred from the national budget to regional governments, and which 
these governments can spend as they see fit. 



Ethics or the Right Thing?

54

and rigid rules. In the case of honorer, the raison that Kupangese officials 
prize is the ethos of the giving city; an ethos that would be stifled under 
the rigid cap on new hires inspired by lean-state ideologies. Thus, when 
officials in Kupang employ the honorer loophole, they are, I suggest, us-
ing creative discretion regarding the hiring cap in recognition of the 
responsibility the giving city has to its people.

It is in this space of creative discretion that we can sketch the con-
tours of what counts as the governmental good and as corruption in 
Kupang. For whereas some frame the continued hiring of honorer in de-
fiance of the moratorium as a form of corruption because it represents 
an egregious instance of self-aggrandizement, others view the hiring of 
honorer as a form of much-needed care in economically precarious cir-
cumstances. Elsie, one of the aunties who lived in the house where I 
stayed during much of my fieldwork, held this latter view. After having 
pressed me for weeks to accompany her to the middle school where she 
worked as a lower-level administrator, I agreed to do so one morning in 
late 2008. She was eager for me to meet two honorer who had worked 
with her for a long time. While people in Kupang generally view civil 
servants as people who have “already become persons,” for her, the two 
honorer coworkers embodied an unenviable precarious existence at the 
edge of subsistence. The reason she wanted me to meet them was be-
cause she hoped I might be able to find a beneficiary in the Netherlands 
who would want to offer them some financial assistance. As she told me, 
her coworkers had children but could barely afford to pay for their tui-
tion fees, school uniforms, and schoolbooks. She hoped that I, a Dutch 
citizen, could help. In contrast to Indonesia, Belanda (the Netherlands), 
as she imagined, was a country that actually cared for (peduli) people. 
Not only did it offer unemployment benefits to its own citizens, it also 
offered all sorts of aid to people in far-away countries. To put it another 
way, for her, Belanda represented a hazy and opaque realm from which 
to draw financial aid, not unlike the Biak’s sense of amber. As her sole 
line to that fabled Belanda, she hoped I would be able to find a willing 
sponsor who could offer financial aid, not to her coworkers themselves, 
but for their children’s education. 

One morning I met with the two honorer: Yohanes and Levy. Pak 
Yohanes was a forty-nine year old man, with a wife and two toddlers. He 
graduated from high school in the mid-1980s and had a checkered work 
history of temporary jobs in small stores and as a honorer in government 
offices. Pak Levy was forty-six years old and had a wife and six children 
between the ages of three and sixteen. After graduating high school, he 
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made some money doing odd jobs, such as hauling stones at construction 
sites, until he landed his honorer position at the middle school in 2003. 
Both of them were indeed having a hard time making ends meet. Earn-
ing less than half of the lowest possible salary for a full civil servant—
about IDR 1 million ($75)—they told me about the many concessions 
they made in order to ensure shelter and food for their families. Yohanes 
would forego paying a small daily sum for a bemo (a mini bus that serves 
as public transportation in Kupang) and instead walk to and from work 
every day instead. Levy and his family went without running water and 
electricity in their small house on leased land and would eat maize in-
stead of the more expensive Indonesian staple of rice. In contrast to their 
full civil servant coworkers, who had obtained that elevated status, Yo-
hanes and Levy exemplify the bare lives of temporary bureaucrats who 
maneuver on the edges of both the civil service and on the edges of sub-
sistence without hope of edging away from it—except perhaps through 
aid from Belanda, a place where people are thought to care. 

Without their meager honorer incomes, however, life would undoubt-
edly be more difficult still. Instrumental to the hiring of both Yohanes 
and Levy was the head of administration at the school, Pak Calvin. Yo-
hanes told me that at the time he was hired “the school needed honorer. 
Pak Calvin’s wife was related to mine. Therefore, he offered me the job.” 
Levy explained that “Pak Calvin and I were in an organization together. 
That’s why he knew I needed a job.” We might point to the previous 
relationships these men had with the school’s head of administration to 
mark these hirings as clear-cut cases of KKN—which is the Indonesian 
acronym for corruption, or korupsi, kolusi, and nepotisme). But it is impor-
tant to point out that Pak Calvin did not seem to have hired these honorer 
for reasons of personal gain. What he did, instead, was use his authority 
and ability to tap into the own-source revenue funds to offer two ac-
quaintances in need the means to earn living. He thus displayed the kind 
of caring responsibility that (as I will show in the next chapter) figures 
prominently in the ethics of exchange and care in Kupang. Instead of 
enhancing personal prestige by using the honorer loophole, he facilitated 
the availability of locally worthy, albeit precarious, personhood. 

If this example serves to portray the hiring of honorer as a form of 
care in a wider national context where such care appears to be sorely 
missing, other examples suggest that the hiring of honorer can indeed 
constitute a form of corruption. This reminds us that even though the 
use of hiring honorer allows the giving city to dissent from the neoliberal 
state, as Weber pointed out, a raison d’etat is by no means unambiguous 
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or agreed upon. Thus when I visited the Office of the People’s Advocacy 
Initiative (PIAR), an anti-corruption agency in Kupang, in early No-
vember 2008, its tireless and outspoken director, Sarah Lery Mboeik, 
was quick to claim that the hiring of honorer had become one of the 
most troubling examples of KKN in the Indonesian civil service. Pulling 
out a thick file from a nearby bookcase, she covered the table in front of 
us with sheets of paper with rows of names, ages, and addresses. These 
papers, she explained, held the names and accompanying background 
information of 454 honorer, all of whom were hired in 2006, which was 
after the moratorium but before the first-ever direct mayoral elections. 
These honorer had been hired by longtime mayor, S. K. Lherik, who, Lery 
Mboeik suspected, had done this as a way of gathering support for his 
favored mayoral candidate Yonas Salean who nevertheless ended up los-
ing the 2007 election to Daniel Adoe. The acceptance of these honorer, 
who would all have to be funded with own-source revenue funds that 
were thereby lost for other projects, had little to do with departmental 
needs, Lery Mboeik asserted, but everything with the upcoming may-
oral elections. By defying the hiring ban and gifting hundreds of honorer 
positions, Lherik assumed he would secure the votes from recently ac-
cepted, as well as aspiring, honorer. 

What bothered Lery Mboeik most about this was not the use of 
public funds for non-professional reasons, since hiring honorer had long 
been a way to dodge formal procedures and help out family or other 
relations. What distinguished current honorer hiring practices from the 
commonplace informality surrounding the allocation of honorer posi-
tions, and therefore drew her critical attention, was both the scale and 
motivations. She told me: 

Kedekatan (closeness) to someone big in office is always an important 
way to get in. Before [decentralization], being a part of someone’s 
family helped someone to get in as a honorer and maybe to move up 
the ranks (naik pangkat). Now, however, receiving a lot of honorer 
before an election is a new tactic for candidates out of this idea of 
answering a favor (balas–jasa): if I get you a job you will recruit voters 
for me. 

Lery Mboeik here paints a picture of shrewd and strategic elite civil 
servants who deploy the cultural logics of gift-giving to further their 
political careers. Such calculated use of honorer positions with the expec-
tation of political return transposes the use of the honorer loophole from 
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the realm of gift exchange with its ethics of care to that of pure market 
exchange. 

This is where we can see how the cultural contours of Kupangese un-
derstandings of a governmental good in contrast to corruption emerge. 
For while both examples of honorer hiring would constitute illegal prac-
tices from the viewpoint of the neoliberal state, only one of them would 
likely meet the threshold of KKN in the court of popular opinion. In both 
cases, the hiring of honorer facilitated a continuation of Indonesia’s post-
independence expansion of the civil service and that expansion worked as 
a means to ensure a sometimes rebellious region’s loyalty. However, while 
school headmaster Pak Calvin flouted the rules in order to bestow the 
giving city’s gift of worthy personhood onto others, former mayor Lherik 
did so for reasons of political prestige and advancement. Thus, technically 
corrupt acts can be understood in terms of an ethics of care and exchange 
when done in order to bestow others with a valuable, even if still precari-
ous, personhood, or understood as KKN when exercised in order to make 
oneself (or one’s protégé) into a more prominent person. This does not 
mean that the headmaster’s gift could not reflect favorably on himself, nor 
that Lherik’s actions did not benefit the lives of many. Virtue and charity 
are not mutually exclusive and this is where we see the potential slippage 
between corruption and care. When the neoliberal state comes up against 
the giving city in a general context of precarity, what comes to count as 
corruption and the governmental good is not decided in laws or national 
decrees, but instead within the logic of an ethics of care and exchange.

This did not make deciding what to do with the hundreds of newly 
hired honorer in the aftermath of the 2007 elections any easier for the new 
mayor, Daniel Adoe. The mayor’s aide told me that the mayor was at a loss 
as to what to do with these honorer, whom he had to pay out of the lim-
ited discretionary funds. What would be easier than to fire them? Getting 
rid of these honorer would not only free up money, keeping them was 
illegal, since it contradicted the moratorium. However, as the aide said: 

He also can’t fire them because they have families and need to live. 
In Indonesia there is no welfare system, there are no unemployment 
benefits. If people in Kupang do not have a job they have no sources 
of income. How could one deprive someone, such as a honorer, of 
their sole source of money? 

We might view the mayor’s decision to keep the illegally hired hon-
orer on the payroll simply as a form of charity. To some extent, charity 



Ethics or the Right Thing?

58

is the clear corollary of neoliberalism that helps make up for some of 
its ethical shortcomings (Muehlebach 2012). In Kupang, however, such 
charity should be seen as a part of deeper rooted practices of care and ex-
change as well as a localized continuation of a longer-standing practices 
of state expansion in a particular context of precarity. In lieu of being 
able to count on a state or government as a guarantor of well-being or 
care (peduli), as we have seen in this chapter, people in Kupang wage 
their hopes on their giving city, on constructing mutual understandings 
with municipalities in other countries, or on unknown caring benefac-
tors from far away. 

Giving Personhood

My aim in this chapter was to offer an understanding of the unantic-
ipated effects of anti-corruption efforts from within the social work-
ings of the giving city. Central to this endeavor was questioning a priori 
presumptions regarding the ontological sameness of states. From this 
starting point, the state in Kupang emerged not as a coherent, unified, 
or singular state that facilitates cross-cultural comparison or invites ef-
fortless government interventions, but instead, a refracted and relational 
one. Attending to a conception of Kupang as a giving city offered us 
some insights as to why national anti-corruption efforts have failed. Ku-
pang’s position within a wider network of suzerainty and sovereignty 
in pre- and post-independence Indonesia has always been contingent, 
based not on loyalty or nationalist sentiment, but on strategies of gift-
exchange and state expansion. Kupang is not within the nested hierar-
chy (Ferguson and Gupta 2002a) of a vertically encompassed state, but 
one node in a wider state-of-otherness—one in which relationality is 
always uncertain and tinged with suspicion, and where closeness and 
distance between different nodes are created and maintained—or kept 
at bay—through the an ethics of care and exchange. In a city where these 
practices of care and exchange form a long-standing part of belonging 
and relationality in a state field of otherness, visions of what counts as a 
governmental good differ from those of a neoliberal state. The good gov-
ernance preference for lean states contradict the giving city’s mandate to 
provide. What comes to count as corruption from the vantage point of 
the neoliberal state, furthermore, can come to be seen as care from the 
vantage point of the giving city. 
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It is telling that the “Kupang the Giving City” sign in front of the 
mayor’s office faced inwards, towards the civil servants lined up on the 
lapangan for their exercises. If the giving city offers a locally worthy kind 
of personhood, it makes sense that it broadcasts its message towards 
those it has already made into somebodies. What the giving city gives, 
ultimately, is the means to achieve a locally meaningful personhood. To 
complement those anthropologists of the state who focus on the every-
day practices, discourses, and performances that help culturally construct 
the mask of the state, I highlighted the cultural construction of person-
hood that simultaneously occurs. Here, it is worth recalling that Louis 
Althusser (1971), in his example of being hailed by an arm of a state ap-
paratus, considered the structure of ideology to work as a doubly specu-
lary process of mutual recognition between a subject and the state. In 
other words, he reminds us that as an image of the state as coherent and 
discreet is constructed, so too are the state’s subjects constituted. While a 
neoliberal state might hail self-governing and self-sufficient individuals 
(Rose 1996), we might consider the possibility that a giving city hails the 
kind of person that can exhibit the caring responsibility that matters so 
much in Kupang. 
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chapter two

Corruption as Caring Responsibility

Custom, Kin, and Corruption

When the anti-corruption activist Sarah Lery Mboeik met me in her 
office in 2008, she shared more than just her findings on former mayor 
Lherik’s use of honorer to influence Kupang’s mayoral elections. She also 
pulled out a file that she was convinced contained irrefutable proof of 
corruption by Lherik’s protégé, Yonas Salean. Carefully placing two doc-
uments on the table in front of me, Lery Mboeik explained that I was 
looking at a photocopy of a young woman’s acceptance form for a honorer 
position in the city’s civil service and a photocopy of that same young 
woman’s high school diploma. Pointing at the respective dates on the 
two forms, she emphasized that the young woman’s start date as an hon-
orer was a year before her high school graduation. Regulations for hiring 
civil servants strictly forbid accepting anyone without a high school di-
ploma, suggesting someone with significant influence must have helped 
her bypass the regulation and obtain the position. The young woman in 
question happened to be Salean’s niece, and at the time he was still a 
high-ranking city official. Lery Mboeik suspected that he had arranged 
this honorer position to help launch her into full civil service employ-
ment after graduation. Lery Mboeik felt certain that these forms, along 
with the family connection between the woman and Salean, would be 
sufficient for a legal case against Salean and expose him as indisputably 
corrupt. 
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When I had a chance to interview Salean a year later and asked him 
about these accusations, he had a very different view of his actions. After 
his humiliating defeat in the 2007 mayoral elections—in part because 
of his association with the corruption, collusion, and nepotism that Ku-
pangese had been eager to leave behind—I had expected him to steer 
clear of any suggestion of corrupt behavior, all the more so because he 
was in the midst of plotting his political comeback. Much to my surprise, 
however, he did not deny Lery Mboeik’s allegations of using his formal 
position to help out his niece. In fact, he fully justified his actions:

That has happened, because the meaning of our life here in Kupang 
is that family is important. If we have problems or difficulties, it is, in 
the first place, family that is there for us. So, several family members 
have come [to me] and asked, for instance, about their child who 
wants to become a civil servant or honorer. I, then, order the Human 
Resources Department to look into them. Even though they are fam-
ily, we don’t want them to embarrass us who have leadership positions 
in civil service. Therefore, they [Human Resources] investigate if they 
indeed have the skills. If family members want to become civil serv-
ants, they ought to be given positions in line with their abilities. 

While Lery Mboeik framed Salean’s actions as indisputable proof 
of corruption, Salean placed his actions at very heart of the meaning of 
life in Kupang—to be there for family in times of trouble. What Lery 
Mboeik saw as legally improper, Salean saw as familial obligation. Al-
though we might want to join Lery Mboeik in her suspicions of Salean’s 
claim to moral righteousness, especially since he sidesteps the main point 
of her accusation regarding his niece’s ineligibility for an honorer position 
based on her graduation date, these opposing interpretations highlight 
the corruption-care conundrum in Kupang.

For people in Kupang, the tension between what gets defined as KKN 
and the sense of obligation to intimate others represents the city’s frag-
ile incorporation into the modern Indonesian nation-state. With long-
standing practices of gift exchange and state expansion, the boundaries 
between corruption, charity, and care are not neatly drawn nor consist-
ently enforced. Salean’s explanation does not just make sense to those 
looking to him as a potential patron, but is recognizable to anyone exist-
ing within a network of intimate others. It is therefore not at all certain 
whether most Kupangese would view this act of helping out a niece as 
corruption as Lery Mboeik does. While the last chapter invited us to 
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rethink what a governmental good can look like given the operations 
of a giving city, this chapter asks, what comes to count as corruption in 
such a city? 

In the giving city, a gift does not necessarily constitute corruption 
even if the exchange crosses those already blurred boundaries between 
public and private. One widespread example of this is the habit work-
ers have of giving money back to the individual who doles out the pay. 
For instance, after they were handed their salaries every Friday, the la-
borers who worked on a construction project involving the Dendeng 
River next to the Kaho family home, would without fail give the project’s 
treasurer some “bus money” or “cell phone credit money.” Furthermore, a 
neighbor, who was in charge of handing out the monthly salaries to civil 
servants at the mayor’s office, considered the many sums of “thank you 
money” she received every month a welcome supplement to her own in-
come. My guest sister, Sinta, told me that this practice was so important 
that when her mother went out of town and asked Sinta to collect her 
salary, her mother would call on payday just to remind her about giving 
the treasurer back a small sum. 

While this habit of giving money back to the person dispensing the 
funds would fit somewhere between “unwarranted payment for public 
services” and “gratuity”—categories of everyday corruption that Giorgio 
Blundo and Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardin developed in their compara-
tive study of corruption in West African countries (2006a: 72–80)—civil 
servants in Kupang saw no contradiction between their participation in 
practices such as these and their simultaneous fervent support of the 
anti-corruption project. Mere minutes after telling me about her moth-
er’s frantic exhortation to remember to pay the treasurer, Sinta herself 
exclaimed, without any apparent sense of irony, how she would rid the 
region of KKN if she were governor. When I asked Sinta whether she 
found this statement to be incongruous with her own practices (e.g., tip-
ping the treasurer), she did not think so. Giving something back was not 
corruption, she explained, but simply “Kupang custom.” 

As for Salean’s gift of an honorer position to his niece, the moral force 
of his explanation stems from helping a family member. Responding to 
family obligations or expectations does not by itself constitute KKN for 
many civil servants. As Rika, a middle-aged civil servant at the Depart-
ment of Governance mused: “The strength of relatives (kekuatan kera-
bat) is very important. Kinship (kekerabatan) and familiarity (keakraban) 
matter. If someone close to you comes to you and says, ‘this is my kid, 
can you help?’ you do your best, you know?” Indeed, whenever I asked 
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civil servants who they would hire if there were two candidates, equally 
qualified, but one was family, most responded without hesitation they 
would hire the family member. “You cannot,” I was told, “refuse family.” 
This does not mean that civil servants will always favor family members. 
As Rika remarked at some point during our conversation, “the important 
thing is that there has to be a balance.” Even Salean claims only to ac-
cept family members who possess the right skills for a position. It simply 
means that having a prior relationship helps tip the balance. 

The question of what comes to count as corruption in a giving city 
thus requires us to embed our understandings of corruption within a re-
lational context, where balancing the requirements of one’s relationships 
to (intimate) others matters in deciding whether or not one’s actions meet 
the definition of corruption. This differs markedly from understandings 
of corruption in the ideals of good governance: discrete acts that trans-
gress public-private boundaries. Such understandings leave little space 
for the possibility that responding to the expectations and obligations of 
relationality might constitute something permissible, customary, or even 
good. In fact, these understandings of a governmental good depend on 
public officials foregoing private relationality. In Kupang, whether some-
thing counts as KKN is not determined by the act itself, but by a line 
between acceptable and unacceptable ways of responding to relational 
expectations and obligations. Trying to make sense of corruption and its 
discontents does not, therefore, entail avoiding the pull of relationality 
altogether but does involve contemplating the question of when relation-
al expectations and obligations might constitute corruption. This leaves 
the people of Kupang walking the fine line between corruption and care. 

That uneasy boundary between corruption and care is certainly at 
play within existing institutional moralities. Throughout much of mod-
ern Indonesian history, corruption was conceptualized in terms of the 
public interest, which understands corruption not as discrete acts in 
themselves but in connection to ideas of a larger common good. The 
current public office approach to corruption is in fact a rather novel one 
that uneasily joined already those already in existence. Given Sinta’s 
emphasis on Kupang custom and the insistence that one cannot refuse 
family, I take a responsive phenomenological approach (Mattingly 2018; 
Schwarz Wentzer 2018a; 2018b; Waldenfels 1994) to the relational in-
tertwining of care and kin in Kupang. This allows us to better recognize 
the impossibility of refusing the pull of family expectations. We see this 
in the narrative of one family’s intergenerational socioeconomic ascent, 
pulling insights from studies on eastern Indonesian kinship relations and 
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social organization to propose that what emerges here is a “moral engine” 
(Mattingly et al. 2018). This engine drives ethical behavior in the form of 
caring responsibility towards family in times of hardship; time in which 
the greater good of the family takes priority over the particular desires of 
individual family members.

In what follows we see that corruption as a transgression of care finds 
various points of institutional, discursive and embodied moral resonance 
in the larger moral-ethical assemblage (Zigon 2009; 2011b: 62–72) of 
Kupang. This helps explain why the recent and enthusiastically received 
anti-corruption efforts, which do not pose questions of care, fail to con-
vince civil servants in Kupang that responding to the pull of (familial) 
relationality constitutes corruption. 

However, before I paint too rosy a picture of the resilience of family 
care in a part of Indonesia that is jokingly described as perpetually left 
behind, of having an uncertain fate, and in need of divine help, I also 
want to emphasize that there are limits to the certainty and reliability of 
familial care. Stasch (2009) reminds us that alterity is also ever-present 
among kin, such that the suspicion, disconnectedness, and distancing 
that we saw vis-à-vis the giving city’s incorporation into wider networks 
of the state is similarly present in interpersonal relationships. Therefore, 
the expectation of caring responsibility among family members must 
also be negotiated through a process a process of distancing and close-
ness. Indeed, the material aspects of reciprocal care in the context of 
family parties show how suspicions of distance, estrangement, and not-
belonging always accompany an ethics of care and exchange. 

A Relational View of Corruption 

The discrepancy I highlighted earlier between civil servants who profess 
an interest in curbing corruption and then partake in acts that may ap-
pear as corruption does not necessarily indicate insincerity or hypocrisy. 
As other anthropologists have shown, complaints about, and simulta-
neous participation in, corruption indicates the complexity of every-
day life (Hasty 2005; B. C. Smith 2007). In the context of Kupang, the 
discrepancy stems from the existence of contrasting understandings of 
what corruption is and when it matters. We would do well, therefore, to 
keep in mind a reminder from the British political philosopher Mark 
Philp (1997), who says that corruption does not stand apart from its 
connection to normative visions of what the political realm ought to be. 
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For what comes to count as corrupt or correct (e.g., just and good) is 
not determined by the legal force of regulations set forward under good 
governance initiatives, but takes shape under the accumulated weight of 
other institutional, discursive, and embodied moralities (Zigon 2011a). 
These moralities fit together in ways that offer plausible oughts that differ 
from, or even contradict, newer legal stipulations brought forth by the 
ideals of good governance. In order to understand the seeming discrep-
ancy between a disavowal of and complicity in corruption in Kupang, 
or the possibility that corruption overlaps with care, we need to attend 
to already existing institutional and discursive moralities regarding cor-
ruption and normative visions of the good. For those normative visions 
emphasize the importance of relationality and mutuality and therefore 
form a stark contrast with the understandings of corruption put for-
ward in anti-corruption initiatives operating under the auspices of good 
governance.

In post-reformasi Indonesia, corruption is defined as discrete exam-
ples of misuse of one’s formal duties or public role. This reflects the re-
cent adoption of policies rooted in a public office understanding of cor-
ruption, and such an understanding tends to forego larger questions of a 
political good in favor of legalistic definitions of corruption (Philp 1997: 
440). This public office understanding is characteristic of the now-he-
gemonic notion of good governance that has taken root in Indonesia and 
beyond. The rapid creation of new laws on corruption and the erection 
of institutional bodies to counter corruption that occurred in post-refor-
masi. Indonesia display this concern with an individual abuse of one’s 
(governmental) position (e.g., the accumulation of wealth by govern-
ment officials), the establishment of an anti-corruption commission to 
investigate corrupt acts by government officials, and the enforcement 
of administrative accountability through investigations of the actions of 
government officials.1 While severing corruption from larger assembled 

1.	 For example, Law 28/1999 on Government Executives Who Are Free 
and Clear from Corruption, Collusion, and Nepotism helped create the 
Indonesian Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) to target the ac-
cumulation of wealth by government officials and investigate allegations of 
corruption (Art. 12 & 17). Article 43 of the Law 31/1999 on the Eradica-
tion of Corruption provides for the establishment of an anti-corruption 
commission to investigate corrupt acts of government officials. The ad-
ditional establishment of a (national) ombudsman, furthermore, ensured 
the enforcement of administrative accountability through investigations of 
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discourses and dispositions allows for a clear recognition of instances of 
law-breaking and rule infraction, it inevitably reduces understandings 
of corruption to examples of individual motivation or pathology. And it 
does this without taking into account the ways in which norms, values, 
habits, obligations, and expectations bear upon embodied and relational 
human agency.

Contrasting with the public office understanding of political corrup-
tion is an understanding grounded in terms of public interest, or the sub-
verting of the common good by private individuals (Philp 1997: 440). A 
public interest approach maintains the connection between corruption 
and assembled normative visions of good governance. Indeed, there is a 
range of terms that point to the interconnection of corruption and as-
sembled normative discourses and dispositions.2 The familiar concept of 
an old boys network, for instance, conjures a sense of comfortable, elite 
solidarity, comradery, and brotherhood to justify what some might view 
as unfair and unjust favoritism in what is supposed to be a meritocratic 
system of resource allocation. At the same time, there is the example of 
the Indian practice of jugaad ( Jauregui 2014), which is understood to be 
a form of creative improvisation and suggests not so much a transgres-
sion of public-private boundaries (as public office definitions of corrup-
tion would have it) but rather a playful, ever-shifting moral boundary 
between inventively making do and abusing one’s ability to manipulate 
circumstances for excessive gain. 

Both of these examples signal a subversion of the public interest or 
common good, as well as a violation of how the political realm ought to 
operate. At the same time, they imply different visions of what an uncor-
rupted politics might look like. Cross-cultural concerns with corruption, 
therefore, require an openness to the idea that what counts as corruption 
and what counts as politics can differ; in some states political rule might 
be somewhat compatible with nepotism or patronage while in others 
“anything less than a perfect meritocracy and an absolute scrupulousness 
about financial matters may be deemed corrupt” (Philp 1997: 451). Such 

the actions of government officials and by offering a public avenue for the 
voicing and solving of corruption-related complaints (M. Crouch 2008: 
384–385).

2.	 As Philp notes (1997: 441–442), political scientists in the 1960s and 1970s 
saw politics and corruption according to the western values of democratic 
societies, and did so in a way that counters any lingering Occidental domi-
nance regarding the nature of politics.
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a focus on culture allows for ideas of politics, equity, and social justice to 
differ between a neoliberal state and a giving city like Kupang.

If we turn to the way KKN is referred to in Indonesia, the con-
tours of corruption that emerge here, match the public interest concern 
with questions of the common or normative good much more than a 
public office concern with discrete examples of the misuse of one’s for-
mal duties or public roles. What stands out with the acronym of KKN, 
which gained nationwide recognition during the anti-Suharto protests 
of 1997–1998, and which civil servants in Kupang were so quick to 
identify as the kind of corruption that needed to be eradicated, is that 
the first K (corruption) is deemed insufficient to describe the problem. 
Corruption is thus followed by a second K (collusion) and then the 
N for nepotism. The specific additions of collusion and nepotism imply 
that corruption in Indonesia has particularly problematic relational 
connotations. Indeed, when Amien Rais, the chair of Indonesia’s old-
est active Islamic organization, Muhammadiyah, first coined the term 
KKN in the early 1990s, he did so in direct response to the excessive 
corruption of the Suharto family, whose malfeasance consisted of self-
enrichment from the distribution of favors, deals, and contracts in a 
wide web of family, friends, politicians, and business cronies (Williams 
2017: 105–106). Rais denounced the Suharto family’s KKN in an Is-
lamic register of social justice and thereby managed to capture the larger 
societal discontent regarding social inequity emerging from the elite’s 
illicit accumulation of wealth and the relational structure through which 
it occurred. 

Nevertheless, it was not this relational character of corruption in 
itself that violated popular visions of the governmental good.3 These 
practices failed to meet the popular standards of KKN only in times 
of economic peril. Rais’s denouncement of KKN dovetailed with the 
economic downturn Indonesia experienced from the mid-1980s, when 
oil proceeds collapsed and Indonesia could no longer afford the pro-
tectionism and import substitutions that had driven its steady eco-
nomic growth during the 1970s. The Suharto family and their cronies 
had profited richly from policies that guaranteed business and import 

3.	 Suharto styled his personalistic type of rule in part after Javanese kings, and 
drew on Javanese conceptions of power to legitimize self-enrichment and 
the dispersion of economic and other opportunities among his family and 
anointed few (Robertson-Snape 1999: 597), which some Indonesians may 
have similarly accepted as legitimate.
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monopolies (Robertson-Snape 1999: 594) but in an oil-subsidized 
economy there was not much popular pushback.4 However, when the 
economy slowed down and the decreasing price of oil necessitated the 
sale of state assets, the Suharto family’s continued profiting came to 
seem like a transgression. Enjoying the spoils of office seemed accepta-
ble when everyone was benefiting from the economic bounty. But when 
the windfalls failed to reach beyond the elite few, there were charges 
of KKN. Likewise, the pro-reformasi protesters sought to curtail KKN 
in the wake of the 1997 Asian financial crisis. To put it another way, 
specific acts that were not seen as corruption came to be seen as KKN 
when the acts that benefited close relations seemed to thwart the com-
mon good. 

This importance of a common good that connected all Indonesians 
resonates with how corruption was defined in Indonesia.5 The constitu-
tion itself states that the national economy ought to be organized on 
the principles of the family, invoking a sense of intimacy between state 
subjects or employees in a collaborative effort of working towards a com-
mon good. Under President Suharto, this family ideology would receive 

4.	 In fact, this economic inward-looking turn was in part prompted by pro-
tests—known as the Malari riots—against the corruption and nepotism 
facilitated by Indonesia’s outward-looking economic policy (1999: 593). 

5.	 A public interest view of corruption has a longer legal and ideological histo-
ry in Indonesia. As Fiona Robertson-Snape (1999: 598) points out, “crimi-
nally corrupt” was long defined around the conception of public interest 
as: a) whoever by contravening the law commits acts, to enrich himself or 
another or a corporate body, which directly or indirectly injure the finances 
or economy of the State, or if it is known or suspected by him that such 
acts will do so; b) whoever with the intention of advantaging himself or 
another person or a body, abuses the authority, opportunity, or influence 
which he has by reason of his office or position, which directly or indirectly 
can injure the finances or economy of the state. This definition of corrup-
tion does not single out the abuse of public office or the transgression of 
public office norms. Instead, it emphasizes a violation of the public interest, 
which is here understood in terms of economic distribution—“the finances 
or economy of the s/State” (Robertson-Snape 1999: 598). Viewing KKN as 
transgressing the boundaries of the law in a way that neatly separates the 
public from the private thus ignores the more prevalent institutional moral 
sense (Zigon 2011a) that KKN is a matter of transgressing the opaque, 
vague, and shifting boundaries of economic fairness and equity in terms of 
the public interest.
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an organicist twist so that during the New Order, the family served as an 
inspiration for a corporatist and integralist model of state organization. 
However, the importance of prioritizing a common good and interest 
also appealed to the Lenin-reading Sukarno, who likened the Indone-
sian state ideology of Pancasila (five pillars) to the supposedly shared 
Indonesian value of gotong-royong or “mutual cooperation” (Bourchier 
2015: 70–71). In other words, both leftist and organicist visions of In-
donesian state organization, generated institutional and public support 
(Zigon 2011a) for the idea that a public interest should be organized 
around ideas of economic distribution and was a matter of mutuality, 
collectivity, and cooperation. 

The kolusi and nepotisme that characterize the Indonesian KKN thus 
signal a transgression of what is otherwise a prized and valued rela-
tionality. None of this implies that some degree of individual interest-
maximization, or prioritization of one’s own family over the national 
family, in itself would count as corruption. It merely suggests the need 
not to overlook the public interest or common good and to maintain 
some semblance of fairness in economic redistribution. Thus Suharto’s 
self-aggrandizement and prioritization of his family and associates con-
stituted KKN when they clearly came at the expense of the national 
family. 

What is striking about the post-reformasi definition of corruption 
based on the public office, is that it disregarded the elasticity and valued 
aspect of relationality afforded by the earlier focus on the public inter-
est. These efforts also offer no recognition of the occurrence of corrup-
tion outside of the confines of a public office. Furthermore, the emphasis 
on discrete acts committed by individuals who are government officials 
abandons consideration of the connection of discrete acts to larger ques-
tions concerning the common good, fairness, or equity. Moreover, it fails 
to account for the possibility that there could be a relational component 
to agentive actions that would be considered a good, as in the value of 
gotong-royong or “Kupang custom.” 

In short, these post-reformasi anti-corruption efforts enabled the 
prosecution of discrete, individual, and identifiable acts but did not al-
low for the contested relational character of KKN and the connection 
of discrete acts to larger questions of fairness in economic distribution. 
Put differently, they did not allow for questions of care to factor into 
considerations of what comes to count as corruption. Nonetheless, in the 
province thought to be perpetually left behind, questions of care remained 
at the heart of everyday existence. 
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Narratives of Kin and Care

Cornelis Lay, a professor of politics and government at one of Indone-
sia’s most prestigious universities in Yogyakarta, Java,6 once described 
what it was like to grow up in a relatively poor neighborhood of Kupang 
in the 1960s–1970s. Throughout his story, Lay constantly stresses the 
importance of family for a boy and young man of very modest means. 
He writes:

When Kupang people said they were relatives or family, they didn’t 
mean something genealogical, but something social. Blood relations 
were of course an important foundation, but not the most impor-
tant. Social relations were much more decisive. Marriage relations, 
neighbors, mixing around and work were the points of reference for 
turning “relative” into a social concept. The denser the relationship 
formed, the more strongly we would say they were relatives (saudara). 
(Lay and Van Klinken 2014: 156)

Crucially, Lay emphasizes that family inheres not in biology-and-
blood but is constituted by “something social,” a density of relationships. 
He thus adds weight to recent claims made by anthropologists of kin-
ship (in the flourishing post-Schneiderian landscape) who insist that 
kinship points to a “mutuality of being: people who are intrinsic to one 
another’s existence” (Sahlins 2013: 2) or “people who live each other’s 
lives and die each other’s death” (Carsten 2004: 107). In order to further 
understand how corruption can slip into care and care into corruption, 
let us look at the existing social relationships of Kupang, which as Lay 
suggests, often come to be interchangeable with kin relationships. 

I will focus here on an intergenerational narrative of socioeconomic 
ascent as told by various members of the Kaho family, with whom I 
lived during my field research in Kupang. Cheryl Mattingly’s (2018: 40) 
argument that narratives offer an “existential picture of ethical respon-
siveness” greatly helps us understand the impossibility to refuse the pull 
of family expectations and obligation, and thus facilitates the reframing 
of potential instances of corruption as ones of care. Mattingly makes 
this proposal within her phenomenological approach to ethical drives, 

6.	 Unfortunately, Dr. Cornelis Lay passed away on 5 August, 2020. I owe 
much of my research to his kind support, and I regret that I will not be able 
to share this book with him and receive his responses to it. 
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or moral engines, that impel people to act in certain ways in the face of 
an ethical demand. She suggests that narrative singularities and the con-
struction of narrative selves—in tandem with the ongoing, improvisa-
tional, and ever-changing process of crafting narratives—offer valuable 
analytical insights into moral drives. 

First, attending to narrative singularities and the selves that craft, 
construct, and experiment with narrative possibilities reveals uncertainty 
in response to ethical demands; responses that emerge at the points of 
friction between the norms and values that shape the social facticity of 
life and the existential excess that always accompanies every singular 
ethical demand.7 This means that we are not engaging linear and co-
herent stories but witnessing inconsistencies, gaps, and contradictions. 
Mattingly’s focus on the singularities that emerge from narrative selves 
invites us to take seriously “history on a smaller scale, the history of 
intentionality that comprises a personal life or small unit (like a house-
hold) who share life over time” (2018: 44). 

So it is with the intergenerational narrative of the Kaho family that 
was shared with me by various members of the household. It indeed 
offers the “existential picture of ethical responsiveness” necessary to un-
derstand the porous boundary between corruption and care in Kupang 
(Mattingly 2018: 40). It does so in part by presenting the kind of care 
that consists of responsibility for intimate others as a moral engine. 
Therefore, I suggest that when “family” is used in Kupang as a shorthand 
as an explanation for something that might be categorized as corruption, 
we should understand it to convey a sense of caring responsibility that is 
especially pressing in times of need and precarity.8 

Growing up in Kupang

I first got to know Viktor Kaho when we were both working on an in-
ternational, collaborative research project devoted to economic, political, 

7.	 For a wonderful exploration of possibilities and impossibilities afforded 
by narratives in the context of post-disaster recovery in tsunami-stricken 
Aceh, I point readers to Annemarie Samuels’s After the Tsunami (2019). 

8.	 I do not think this would contradict Mattingly’s focus on narrative selves 
or call for attending to individuals, since her individual is not a (Kantian) 
autonomous, freely choosing, self-mastering “I,” but a relational and re-
sponsive self who nevertheless bears historical singularity (Mattingly 2018: 
40). 
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and social life in Indonesian provincial towns. Upon learning I planned 
to conduct my fieldwork in Kupang, he promptly suggested I stay in 
his family’s house and live there with his sisters, brother-in-law, nieces, 
and nephews. I gladly accepted this invitation and made my entry into 
Kupang as a new and temporary member of the Kaho household. When 
I met him, Viktor was a lecturer at a prominent university in Java. Al-
though born in poverty to parents who arrived in Kupang from the is-
land of Savu, a small island between Timor and Sumba, he had managed 
to enroll in one of Indonesia’s top universities and complete his studies 
there. He became lecturer at the same school while also emerging as 
an active member in the political party PDI-P, the party that delivered 
Indonesia’s fifth president, Megawati Sukarnoputri, in 2001. Viktor was 
generally considered to be a close confidant of Megawati. In other con-
texts, his story of moving from humble beginnings to social prominence 
might earn him, deservedly or not, the label of being a self-made man. 
Neither he nor his sisters, however, would ever view him as self-made, 
for while his success was in part due to his hard work, it was also owing 
in part to the numerous instances of the sacrifice of others to help him 
in small ways.

Viktor’s parents, Paulus and Elisabeth, had both already passed away 
by the time I arrived in Kupang. They were born in the 1920s and in their 
twenties, independent of each other, migrated to Kupang, where they 
eventually met and married. Paulus and Elisabeth built a modest house 
on a small plot of land in the neighborhood of Fontein, located west of 
the town center along the Dendeng. This plot of land was a gift from a 
kind “uncle,” a fellow Savunese “big man” named Simon Bubu, who was 
the boss of Kupang’s harbor workers in the 1940s. He managed to par-
lay his influential position in Kupang’s import-dependent economy into 
substantial personal wealth. During the 1950s, he bought land all over 
Kupang, where he allowed his political allies and laborers to build houses 
(Van Klinken 2014: 212). 

The family house Paulus and Elisabeth built reflected their limited 
economic means. Viktor’s sister, Ina, remembers how the family would 
scramble to find pots and other receptacles to catch the water leaking 
through the roof every time it rained. Still, the little house was home 
to them as well as their five daughters and only son.9 It stood virtually 

9.	 Ever since Lévi-Strauss (1983) introduced the concept of “house societies” 
into anthropology in order to overcome some of the complexities around 
the applications of lineage and descent theory, houses have formed an 
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unchanged on the slopes of the Dendeng river until the early 2000s, 
when Viktor had a new house more befitting the family’s increased so-
cial-economic status built on the same plot of land where his parents’ 
home had stood. Although at that point Viktor lived in Java with his 
wife and children and would therefore not use it himself—and his father 
only spent one year in the newly built house before he passed away in 
2006—he had created a home for three of his sisters, a brother-in-law, 
and four nieces and nephews. 

As Paulus and Elisabeth raised their children through the 1950s–
1970s, there were limited job opportunities in Kupang. Viktor recalls 
often going hungry to the point of fainting. The constant lack of food 
was not unique to his family nor just a characteristic of Fontein. Not-
withstanding the areas where the better-off government officials lived, 
shortages of food were so common throughout Kupang that in everyday 
conversation neighbors most often asked each other about food: “What 
are you cooking?” or “Have you cooked yet?” If someone had nothing to 
eat, a neighbor would send a child over with what little food they could 
spare. 

Making ends meet and feeding a family of eight required help from 
everyone in the Kaho house. Elisabeth made some money by weaving 
cloth at home. Paulus initially worked as a laborer in the harbor un-
der Bubu, then went on to drive trucks through Timor’s interior to buy 
products he could sell in Kupang, and eventually settled on running a 
succession of market stalls selling foodstuffs in town. All the children 
contributed in some way. Viktor roamed the city trying to sell packets of 
rice and pretty stones he found on the beach. He also helped out at the 
market stall, sometimes spending the night there with some friends so 
he could wake up early enough to catch some fish for his father to sell. 
His sister Elsie would mind the stall when their father’s failing health 
prevented him from doing so. Ina would skip school to help out at the 

important locus of anthropological inquiries into social organization and 
kinship relations. The importance of houses have certainly been well-doc-
umented in eastern Indonesia (Cunningham 1964; Fox 1993; McKinnon 
1995; Nordholt 1971; Waterson 1990). When speaking of home in relation 
to kinship here I am referring less to these traditions, although they un-
doubtedly continue to resonate in contemporary urban Kupangese’ desires 
to have family homes, and allude more to Janet Carsten’s (2004: 31–56) 
description of the ways in which homes foster a sense of family through its 
affective spatiality and experiential density. 
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market. As Ina told me in 2009 while tending to her improvised kios 
down the slope from the family house next to the river, she never really 
liked school much anyway. She enjoyed working at the market much 
more than focusing on her lessons. Even after they gave up their market 
stall, Ina continued to sell small household items such as small sachets 
of shampoo, laundry detergent, instant noodles and other snacks—first 
from her home to neighbors, and later by the river to recreationists who 
would gather to swim. 

Ina eventually dropped out of school altogether, the only Kaho sib-
ling to have done so. Despite the economic hardships the family faced, 
Paulus and Elisabeth placed great importance on their children’s educa-
tion. In contrast to many of their NTT contemporaries, in Savu they 
had both completed the Volksschool, the elementary school originally set 
up by Dutch missionaries. In Savu, as in the island of Rote, education-
al systems developed much earlier than in other parts of NTT under 
Dutch colonial rule (Fox 1977). People from Savu and Rote, therefore, 
had a relative advantage in taking up employment in the Dutch co-
lonial and subsequent Indonesian administrative and educational ap-
paratus. To this day, Rotenese and Savunese last names are the most 
dominant ones in Kupang’s civil service, fueling suspicions of ethnic 
favoring (Tidey 2010). Paulus and Elisabeth were thus well aware of 
education’s importance in the path to formal employment and the best 
opportunity for “becoming a person” in Kupang: through government 
employment. Although they needed their children’s help to get by, they 
did not want this to interfere with their children’s education. And it 
did not. The two oldest daughters completed high school, and the two 
youngest even obtained bachelor degrees from a local university, al-
though sadly the youngest daughter passed away. Moreover, the three 
daughters managed to find employment in Kupang’s civil service as 
low-level administrators and teachers, no doubt to the great satisfaction 
of their parents. 

Viktor’s desire to attend university in Java likely exceeded the 
expectations of his parents. Making such a thing possible, meanwhile, 
certainly surpassed the kinds of communal responsiveness that came in 
the quotidian acts of sharing and care that was so pivotal in meeting 
the needs of everyday life in Kupang. It required appealing to more in-
fluential kin. Soon after Viktor told his mother of his goals, she took 
him to visit two “uncles.” Uncle Robert was the provincial head of the 
Education Department. Uncle Adi was NTT’s deputy governor. Viktor 
confessed to being unsure about the exact nature of their genealogical 
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relation since he could only recall his mother making a visit to her so-
called “brothers” once in his life, but when they met this time both uncles 
greeted his mother with an affectionate Savunese kiss—a light touching 
of the noses—while addressing her as susi, a derivation of the Dutch 
zuster or “sister.” She explained to each of them that her son wanted 
to attend university in Java, and they both expressed their approval of 
Viktor’s plans. Uncle Robert advised her to sell the gold brooch she was 
wearing to help with the expenses, and then went on to write a letter to a 
relation of his and Elisabeth’s, Joseph, who taught at the very university 
Viktor wished to attend. When Viktor eventually arrived at the door 
of his uncle Josef, carrying another letter of support from uncle Robert, 
he was welcomed with a Savunese kiss and some breakfast—the first 
breakfast he had ever had. For the duration of his university studies, he 
would live in a barrack adjacent to the house where uncle Joseph lived 
with his nuclear family along with as many as sixty other migrants from 
their “home” region.

“Eastern Character is Like That”

Viktor’s extraordinary opportunity was not only facilitated by the excep-
tional responsiveness of distant kin, but also made possible because his 
siblings sacrificed opportunities of their own. This narrative of the Kaho 
family reveals that not everyone’s desires create the same level of ethical 
demand (Mattingly 2018: 47–48; Schwarz Wentzer 2018a: 213). One 
hot afternoon as we were sitting idly on the front porch of the Fontein 
home, Viktor’s older sister, Elsie, told me that when she was younger, 
she had also wanted to go to university, just as her younger brother and 
two younger sisters would eventually do. In fact, at some point she had 
already filled out all the necessary paperwork to enroll in the local Nusa 
Cendana University. She thought she would be able to afford the tui-
tion fees and other costs by continuing to help her father at his market 
stall. She was, however, conflicted because of the needs of her family. 
Her older sister was already married and could no longer contribute as 
much to their household and her younger brother and sisters were still 
in school. Her father was often sick, which impeded his ability to “find 
money” at the market to feed the family and pay for his children’s school-
ing. With this in mind, Elsie decided to start the application procedure 
for job openings at the provincial government. She figured that if she 
were to get accepted into civil service, she would be in a better position 
to help her family financially. When, somewhat to her surprise, she was 
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accepted, Elsie decided to join the civil service and, to her regret, put her 
educational plans on hold. 

Elsie thus forewent a university education out of consideration for 
her parents and younger siblings. The ethical demand to contribute fi-
nancially to the household she grew up in, outweighed her own desire 
for educational advancement. This demand would not weigh the same 
on her brother when he wished to attend university a few years later. 
The ethical demand to contribute financially to the household also made 
Elsie decide to postpone marriage and starting a family when she met 
her future husband at the age of twenty-one in 1976. As she explained:

I couldn’t possibly take care of two families. If I had gotten married 
so soon my younger brother and sisters would not have had a future. 
I also would not have money for my own future schooling because I 
would have to spend it on milk for my children. They [her siblings] 
would be disadvantaged if I got married. I’d have to take care of a 
household of my own. Like that.

Mattingly (2018: 47–48) and Schwarz Wentzer (2018a: 213, 215) 
point to an inescapable asymmetry of ethical demands—demands carry 
an excess that cannot be adequately met by any specific response. Put 
differently, when faced with the question of how one ought to live, one 
responds the best way one can while a perfect response always remains 
out of reach. For Elsie, facing the demands placed on her as a child and 
older sister on the one hand, and as a potential wife on the other, her best 
(if not perfect) response was to postpone marriage and having children, 
thereby maintaining the ability to contribute financially to her parents’ 
household until her siblings were old enough to do so themselves. 

After waiting six years, Elsie finally married in 1982. Her husband 
held a respectable and, more importantly, steady position at the local 
branch of Radio Republik Indonesia. They welcomed their first child, Sin-
ta, a year later. In 1985, their second child Valentino was born, followed 
by a third, Yongki, in 1991. The three children grew up in the Fontein 
house cared for by their unmarried, maternal aunt Ina, while Elsie and 
her husband worked full-time. While Ina provided childcare, Elsie made 
sure to contribute to the costs of food, electricity, and water. Elsie never 
went back to school but, as her parents had done with her and her sib-
lings, made sure her children got the best education she could secure. 
She sent them to the highest-ranked elementary school in the neigh-
borhood and enrolled them in the best junior and senior high schools 
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available in Kupang. In addition to regular school, she also sent them to 
extracurricular English courses, because:

I was thinking that even though I didn’t go to university, God willing, 
my children would go. Even though I couldn’t learn English because 
of financial difficulties, my children would be able to learn English. 
English is the language of the world; you have to know that. For a 
future, you have to know English first of all.

Elsie thus intended to make sure her children would receive the edu-
cation she passed up in order to help her parents and younger siblings. 

For this, she received support from Viktor, whose bright future had 
been made possible in part because she had foregone a university educa-
tion years earlier. While Elsie missed out on a university education that 
Viktor received, Viktor made up for this by attending to the next gen-
eration of Kaho children. When Elsie’s daughter, Sinta, who had done 
well in school and had become impressively fluent in English, decided 
she wanted to study international relations in Java in the early 2000s, 
Elsie consulted with her brother, who encouraged Elsie to send Sinta to 
him. Viktor had become firmly established as a university lecturer in the 
city where Sinta wanted to study, living comfortably with his wife and 
children. He promised to pay Sinta’s tuition and fees, buy her books, and 
provide other necessities, but still advised Elsie to send Sinta a little bit 
of money every month, “just so she knows that you care.” And so Sinta 
retraced the footsteps Viktor had made twenty years earlier, traveling to 
Java to live with an uncle while studying at a university. 

When I asked Elsie why she thought Viktor had been so generous, 
she framed her answer in terms of eastern Indonesian “character” and 
“family custom”:

Eastern character is like that. If I am having a hard time, he is having 
a hard time. He feels responsibility (kewajiban). It is custom (adat), a 
family’s custom, to have responsibility to each other. We notice each 
other when we are in hard times. Back then [when Viktor went to 
school] he had a hard time and I helped him out. Now he already has 
it good. Therefore, he helped out. 

Indeed, the interdependency between brother and sister and the ex-
traordinary help secured by mothers for their children by soliciting broth-
ers, is a familiar theme in the literature on eastern Indonesian kinship 
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relations and social organization. Danilyn Rutherford (2003: 50), for 
example, notes that for the Biak of West Papua “the brother-sister pair 
provides what might be called the ‘elementary principle’ of Biak kin-
ship.” Susan McKinnon (1991: 111) similarly observes in Tanimbar in 
the South Moluccas that “the prior unity of brother and sister stands at 
the heart of all kinship relations.” We can understand the significance of 
this brother-sister bond in the context of what Shelly Errington (1989; 
1990) calls the “exchange archipelago” character of eastern Indonesia. 
Societies in this exchange archipelago, which is found in parts of Su-
matra and eastern Indonesia, consist of exogamous kin groups that are 
divided into named patrilineal “houses.” The transmission of life flows 
from mothers to their children via blood (Fox 1980: 12-13). This means 
that even though women leave their family home in order to get married 
and provide their husband’s house with a source of life, they will forever 
remain a part of the house of their brothers (McKinnon 1991). Children, 
who themselves form a part of their paternal houses, similarly remain 
connected via blood (through this “flow of life”) to their maternal un-
cles (Stasch 2009). The bride-wealth exchanged in return for wives who 
represent sources of life enables the wife’s brother to marry and continue 
the lineage of his house.

In this schematic, it becomes clear that men are indebted to their 
sisters and invested in their children. Origin myths throughout eastern 
Indonesia also tell of a united brother and sister broken apart (Carsten 
2004; McKinnon 1991; Rutherford 2003). Against the backdrop of such 
origin stories, the lifelong flow of bride-wealth makes sense as a way 
to repair the broken brother-sister unity due to a woman’s departure 
into another’s house and the brother’s need to marry. The intimacy of 
brother-sister bonds also becomes clear in a more visceral and affective 
sense. Rutherford, for instance, professes that the sweet caresses and sen-
timents of longing exchanged between brothers and sisters in Biak often 
led her to mistake siblings for lovers (2003: 49–50). Errington considers 
the long-lasting affective bonds between brothers and sisters to provide 
the paradigmatic model for the husband-wife relationship (1990: 48). 
Elsie’s “family custom” or what she calls “eastern character” thus marks a 
more widespread indebtedness and affinity between brothers and sisters, 
mothers and children, and mother’s brother’s and sister’s children. 

Elsie’s story of Viktor’s educational success in particular and the Kaho 
family’s socioeconomic ascent in general, emphasizes the immediacy of 
the ethical demands made by family more than it does the cultural sche-
mata of alliance and exchange. Moreover, she highlights the urgency 
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placed on such demands by the experience of hardship. For Elsie, custom 
and character come into play when a family member is “having a hard 
time,” for such difficult periods are by definition shared: “If I am having 
a hard time, he is having a hard time.” This is because family members 
“notice each other.” Such recognition of an intimate other’s hardship, I 
contend, marks the “entry of the ethical” (Schwarz Wentzer 2018b: 216; 
see also Zigon 2007). It marks that point when one faces the necessity 
of having to decide how to respond to another’s hardship. As phenom-
enologist Bernhard Waldenfels (1994: 37) reminds us, “responding does 
not begin with talking about something; it does not begin with talking 
at all, but instead with a looking-at and listening-to which to some ex-
tent is inevitable.” While inevitably noticing hardship, Elsie could have 
chosen not to again respond to her family’s financial needs and instead 
pursued a university education paid for with money she earned working 
at her father’s market stall. She chose to forgo higher education and take 
up a civil service position instead. She could have married and started a 
family sooner, yet decided to postpone those plans out of consideration 
for her family. 

For Elsie, the only response possible when faced with the ethical de-
mand of family members in need is assistance: “He had a hard time and 
I helped him out.” This response, in turn, is expected to be reciprocated 
if possible: “Now he already has it good. Therefore, he helped out.” Elsie 
captures this move from “noticing” to “helping out,” or from being called 
to respond to an ethical demand to the final formulation of a response 
in the form of material and tangible support, with the notion of respon-
sibility: “He feels responsibility. It is custom (adat), a family’s custom, to 
have responsibility to each other.” Viktor, furthermore, explicitly con-
nects this notion of responsibility that is predicated upon the affective 
pull of family to the idea of care, when he urged his sister Elsie to send 
her daughter Sinta some money every month while she lived with him 
in Java, not out of necessity but “just so she knows that you care.” We can 
thus also understand family custom or eastern character to point to a kind 
of caring responsibility that one meets when faced with the hardship of 
an intimate other—someone whose being is intrinsic to yours. It is this 
responsibility that I propose we should understand as a kind of care that 
fuels the moral engine that is started by an ethical demand made by those 
who count as family. This caring responsibility is both predicated upon 
familial relationality and fundamentally oriented toward, in this case, 
the continued prosperity of the Kaho family—even if it occurs at the 
immediate expense of any particular family member.
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While Elsie describes an ethics within the context of family, we 
should keep in mind Dr. Cornelis Lay’s earlier words about the social 
character of kinship ties in Kupang. Such responsibility does not solely 
occur between people with clear genealogical ties, but also happens be-
tween people whose genealogical connection is less clear or absent, such 
as when uncles write introduction letters and take in the children of sis-
ters, neighbors send each other food, or when the head of a high school 
hires honorer (as shown in the previous chapter). We can even under-
stand Elsie’s attempt to encourage me to find a Dutch sponsor to fund 
the education of the children of those honorer as an example of the caring 
responsibility one has when faced with the ethical demand of hardship 
experienced by another. Still, I suggest that it is exactly this association of 
responsibility with family, and the sense that this responsibility exceeds 
one’s own particular existence, that helps constitute it as a crucial form 
of care in Kupang. 

Additionally, and to return to the possibility of corruption to slip into 
or be reframed as care, the occurrence of these responses in the specific 
context of hardship makes them even more convincing moral refutations 
to potential charges of corruption. In a place where people feel unseen 
and uncared for by the state, a kind of care that is rooted in family re-
sponsibility might offer some much-welcomed support in lieu of state 
care. However, before being seduced by the redeeming powers of family 
to offer care and support where it is lacking, we should remember that 
family can be fickle. 

Family Friction

In spite of the efforts of several members of the Kaho family to ensure 
their collective prosperity through what Elsie calls “taking responsibil-
ity” and “helping out,” not all family members sacrificed their own de-
sires for the greater good. At the very time Elsie shared with me her 
perspective on, and her contributions to, Kaho-family success, all was 
not well between Viktor and Elsie and Sinta. Viktor was angry. In recent 
phone calls, he had called Elsie a bad mother and refused to ever set foot 
in Kupang again, much to Elsie’s distress. The reason was Sinta’s recent 
marriage to a husband considered unsuitable by the older members of 
the family. The groom was unemployed and thus showed no promise of 
securing any of the markers of personhood recognized in Kupang. Aware 
of her family’s disapproval of her long-term boyfriend, Sinta forced their 
hand by arranging for what youth in Kupang jokingly refer to as an 
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MBA, or “marriage by accident”—she got pregnant. Her mother had 
postponed marriage and then postponed motherhood in order to help 
her family, while Sinta had prioritized her own desires. Instead of meet-
ing her responsibilities in the name of care, she was, in the family’s eyes, 
uncaring, indifferent, or selfish. 

Viktor was furious that Sinta might be jeopardizing career opportu-
nities as well as the chance—as an unattached, educated young woman—
to enjoy life for a time before settling down. Viktor felt, Elsie said, that 
Sinta had thrown her life away and with it, perhaps, the accumulated 
efforts of two Kaho generations that had sacrificed to ensure a better life 
for all their children. Viktor was so upset that he had refused to attend 
Sinta’s wedding party, an immense slight in Kupang, where family par-
ties form an important part of the creation and confirmation of familial 
closeness and belonging.

The friction in the family was resolved in time, but Sinta’s case serves 
as a reminder that non-belonging defines family as well. Waldenfels 
highlights this point, writing:

On the social level, one encounters the corresponding structure of 
“belonging in non-belonging”: everybody who belongs to a family, 
people, caste, religious community, or culture never entirely belongs 
to it. Remoteness, distance, farness, as well as the moments of soli-
tude and being-out-of-place to which phenomenologists often refer 
to in their analyses of alien experience, do not mean a diminishing of 
this experience; rather, they belong to it in essence. (1994: 35)

It is this inherent possibility of non-belonging or alterity within the 
family that I want to turn to in the final section, where I consider these 
possibilities as they manifest at family parties. If care rooted in family 
responsibility offers a solution to the lack of state care, we should be at-
tentive to the way in which familial forms of care carry their own powers 
of exclusion. 

Family Parties: Materialities of Alterity and (Non-)Belonging

People in Kupang refer to the dry months between April and September 
as musim pesta, or party season. Ideally, important family events that can 
be planned, such as wedding celebrations, pre-wedding parties, bride-
wealth negotiations, and even funeral ceremonies, take place this time 



Corruption as Caring Responsibility

83

of year. These occasions, which recall the life cycle events that others 
have described in Timor and NTT (Fox 1980; McWilliam 2002: 187), 
require the attendance of kin from far and wide and could therefore only 
take place during the dry season when the crops are harvested and the 
land does not require constant attention. By not having to tend to crops, 
people actually have the time to travel to events that can even stretch out 
over days.

During musim pesta it is not unusual for people to attend multiple 
parties a week, or even several a night, although men tend to act on 
the obligation to attend far less than women do. In Kupang, the agri-
cultural logic behind the party season passes largely unremarked. Most 
are simply happy there is no rain, as it can ruin festive outfits and mess 
carefully applied makeup during the often long and bumpy motorcycle 
rides to the parties. On the whole, these parties for life-cycle events in 
contemporary Kupang tend to be more modern then traditional and the 
occasions for them have expanded, now including reasons like sending a 
child off to university.10 

All variety of parties tend to fall into the category of kumpul keluarga, 
or family gatherings. They form occasions for everyone who counts as 
family or, in Elsie’s words, “have responsibility” to each other to gather 
in celebration, mourning, or negotiation. Depending on the size or cause 
of the party, guests consist of some combination of relatives, neighbors, 
close acquaintances, school friends, and colleagues. An important goal 
of these kumpul keluarga, besides celebration or mourning, is to amass 
enough money to pay for whatever served as the impetus for the party, 
such as covering the costs of a funeral, sending newlyweds off into their 
new lives together with some extra money, or collecting enough to pay 
for a child’s school tuition. It is often financially impossible for host 
families to carry the costs of such events alone. Gathering the family, 
therefore, ensures a significant inflow of money at a time when it is most 
needed. 

If in the ongoing flow of every family life (Fox 1980) the recip-
rocal acts of family care happen almost inconspicuously, in the more 

10.	 As an example of shifts from the traditional, when people of different eth-
nic, island, or religious backgrounds get married, families can agree to fore-
go the specific artifacts they consider to be crucial to bride wealth exchange 
(such as the moko, or drum, for the Alorese) and instead exchange money. 
Alternatively, as is increasingly common, bride wealth can be left out of a 
marriage agreement altogether.
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routinized and formalized context of kumpul keluarga, the creation and 
maintenance of caring relationships take a much more marked visible 
and material form. These materializations of care offer ready sources for 
speculation about the presence, or absence, of care, as Stasch notes:

People’s understanding of kinship as intersubjective belonging and 
their close reflexive orientation to the making of kinship in practical 
acts are additional levels at which kinship is a system of otherness. 
Presence or attenuation of belonging is what makes people’s kinship 
field a ‘spectrum of alterity’ in the first place. People’s attentiveness to 
the making of kin relations in action means that the alternative pos-
sibility of being strangers is a steady presence within the experience 
of being kin, while people vigilantly monitor material interactions for 
signs of other’s care (2009: 107).

Estrangement, in short, is always a possibility within kin relations 
and material interactions offer opportunities for examining the state of 
those relations. 

The material aspects of parties, first of all, offer insight regarding the 
socioeconomic status and prestige of host families, and therefore offer a 
welcome benchmark for assessing one’s own status by comparison. Are 
invitations sent out via text message or through the mail, and if through 
the mail, what is the quality of paper and envelope used? What kinds 
of drinks are served (soft drinks and perhaps some sopi for the men, or 
just water—and if water, is it from the well or store-bought plastic cups 
of Aqua?) What kind of food is served and more importantly in a town 
where the expression “eating meat” is employed as synonymous with go-
ing to a party, how many different meat dishes are offered (just chicken 
or might there actually be pork)? The material aspects of parties also 
offer insights into the presumed or desired degree of closeness between 
hosts and guests. How close do they seem to want us to be and how close 
do we want them to think we are? 

Below are three examples of parties in which the certainty of be-
longing seems suspect or in question. Through these it becomes clear 
that the material aspects and practices, which form important parts of 
family gatherings and are supposed to signal belonging and care, can 
actually mask an estrangement, distance, and non-belonging. That kin-
ship constitutes a field of otherness (Stasch 2009: 107) is disconcerting 
in Kupang, where family responsibility often counts as the last vestige 
of care. 
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Books of Donations 

As we have seen, an important goal of family parties is to collect money. 
Among the unwritten rules of generalized reciprocity, whenever one is 
invited to a kumpul keluarga organized by a former guest, one is expected 
to give the same, if not larger, amount than the host provided when they 
were the guest. The amount people give at family gatherings tend to 
consist of a couple of rupiah bills in a sealed envelope. On some occa-
sions, such as wedding parties, guests might deposit their envelopes in a 
nicely decorated cardboard box (with a slot cut into the top) placed on 
a well-guarded table in a prominent spot. On other occasions, such as 
smaller kumpul keluarga held at people’s homes, hosts circulate a book of 
donations—from an official-looking hardcover, to a schoolchild’s note-
book, to old booklets on the verge of falling apart—in which guests can 
write down their names and the amount of their contribution. As Sinta 
explained to me during a kumpul keluarga pre-wedding party held for her 
friend, these books not only tell the host the amount given by each guest, 
they remind them of how much to contribute when, in future events, 
they become the guest. 

This party took place outside the house of her friend’s parents. Plastic 
chairs of the kind commonly rented for such occasions were lined up in 
neat rows around the house. On the little porch in front of the house 
stood a set of speakers which were connected to a microphone and a CD 
player playing popular regional songs. Every now and then a member 
of the bride-to-be’s family or a pastor would take the microphone to 
give a speech or lead us all into prayer. As Sinta and I were sipping from 
our little Aqua cups, only half listening to the speeches and prayers, she 
asked those around us whether “the book” had already passed. Once we 
had located the book, I leafed through it and noticed that the contribu-
tions ranged from IDR 5,000 ($0.55) and IDR 200,000 ($23), with IDR 
20,000 ($2.30) being the most common donation. Sinta said that low 
contributions suggest that donors might not have much money, are not 
particularly close to the host family, hold some grudge against them, or 
are simply too stingy to spend money. High contributions, conversely, 
suggest wealth, felt or hoped-for closeness, or an intention to show off. 
Sinta contributed IDR 100,000 ($11.50), which I thought was a fairly 
high amount. She explained that even though the bride-to-be did not 
strictly count as “family,” she considered her a very good friend, and thus 
intrinsic to her being, and with a steady job could afford this token of 
generosity. Furthermore, when she herself would marry she would expect 
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her friend to return a similar amount—provided she would be in a posi-
tion to afford it. 

In a sense, these books of donations offer a visible and legible ma-
terialization of care among those who count as family.11 We could read 
the amounts listed as indications of (desired) closeness between family 
members or socioeconomic positions of the guests. As such, they offer 
a reflection of the “spectrum of alterity” that Isabella Lepri 2005: 710 
claims characterizes people’s field of relatives: not all relatives are equally 
close to one another and the donations listed in the books reflect this. 
However, keeping in mind Webb Keane’s (1997) insights that mate-
rial representational practices are vehicles for risks and tensions within 
social interactions, merely reading the book of donations in such a man-
ner hides the resentment, manipulation, and friction that can sometimes 
characterize people’s sentiments. As a staff member at a village head 
office complained, “You can never escape family. If you refuse a family 
member something, they will remember it. What if you run into them at 
a party? Or what if you need them at the time of a marriage, a funeral, or 
when sending your child off to school?”

This resentment shines through the donations of some guests. For 
example, a department head who consistently contributed relatively large 
donations at family parties told me that he gave these amounts solely be-
cause his family members assumed he could afford to be generous given 
his prestigious civil service position, while in fact he had a hard time pay-
ing his household’s monthly bills due to the constant pressure of giving at 
family parties. He resented the obligation that came with his presumed 
position as a “big man,” and felt taken advantage of by his family mem-
bers. Viktor and Elsie’s younger sister, Mientje, in contrast, consistently 
contributed the lowest amount of money she could get away with with-
out being disinvited from family parties altogether—a tendency which 
earned her a reputation that brings to mind Marshall Sahlins’s piercing 
observation that “not all kin are lovable” (2013: 108). A donation does 
not necessarily confirm closeness or care but can, instead, be a gesture 

11.	 Books of donations are not only used at family parties in Kupang to reflect 
a host family’s social capital. Jacqueline Vel (2009) describes a similar book 
of donations used to record charitable donations for the erection of a Prot-
estant Christian Church on the NTT island of Sumba. As Vel explains, 
these books ought to be read not only as an indication of donors’ Christian 
charity, but also as a reflection of the strength of the social capital of the 
project’s initiator, who was a prominent Sumbanese politician. 
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that comes with the desire to escape or an ambivalence about the respon-
sibilities that come with belonging. Signs of care, in other words, cannot 
be reliably inferred from material interactions themselves, because the 
material component of these interactions are themselves suspect.

Showing off Gengsi

The unreliability of the visual and material cues, which accompany family 
parties and which ought to signal belonging, also emerges in other ways. 
The suspicion that material and visual indications of familial belonging 
and closeness can be deceptive, for instance, seemed to hang over the 
Kaho family’s participation in an elite and lavish wedding party of a 
very young couple that took place in 2008. The father of the bride was a 
high-ranking government official and the father of the groom was a local 
banker. The reason the couple got married at such a relatively young age 
became clear upon seeing the bride in profile: another MBA. The wed-
ding invitation was printed on thick, luxurious paper and was received 
with much excitement in the Kaho family house, especially since the 
family had also been invited to the pre-wedding party at the bride fam-
ily’s house in one of the most upscale neighborhoods in Kupang. These 
were prestigious events and we felt honored to be included. 

As we walked into Teluk Kupang, an open-air restaurant that served 
as Kupang’s prime location for wedding parties, the venue looked more 
extravagant than I had ever seen it. Tables stretched far beyond the pil-
lars that supported the roof overhanging the main part of the restaurant. 
Instead of the usual sealed plastic cups of Aqua water, canned soft drinks 
such as Coca Cola and Fanta Stroberi were available on every table. Sin-
ta, clinging to my arm, steered me towards a table set up in the entrance 
area, deposited her gift envelope in the festively decorated cardboard 
donation box, and instructed me to write my name down underneath 
hers in the guest register. When we made our way to an empty table in 
the back, Mientje grabbed me by the arm and hissed that I was not to 
talk to anyone else there—I was to sit at their table because I was their 
“bule” (a common, albeit slightly derogatory, term for a White person). 

While sipping our soft drinks, Mientje, who always had an eye for 
those better off than her and keenly felt actual and imagined signs of 
social inferiority, drew my attention to the layout of the room. She point-
ed to a slightly elevated area with a few tables and chairs all the way at 
the front, adjacent to the obligatory cardboard wedding cake that graced 
every Teluk Kupang wedding and very close to the dinner buffet. “V–I–P,” 
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she emphasized with a look of dissatisfaction, “guess who sits there?” I 
answered that it must be the bride’s and groom’s immediate family. “No,” 
Mientje said dismissively, “it’s for the [government] officials, the big guys,” 
by which she meant higher-up government employees, bank officials, and 
important politicians. One of the candidates of the gubernatorial elec-
tions was sitting in that VIP area. The mayor was rumored to stop by later 
and indeed ended up giving a politically charged congratulatory speech.

Although Mientje was slightly peeved about not being one of the 
VIPs, she was noticeably pleased that at least she was in the same room 
as these very important people. The invitation to the wedding suggested 
that she belonged in some way to this group of important people. In 
order to confirm her belonging, she was wearing a new, mail-order outfit 
and had gotten her hair and makeup done professionally at a local beauty 
salon. Sitting there, it felt like a little bit of the prestige accumulated in 
the room rubbed off on us. 

Mientje characterized the wedding party as a very bergengsi affair.12 
The kind of prestige gengsi conveys differs from that afforded by other 
types of status, such as achievement and seniority. Whereas achievement 
and seniority point to prestige obtained through individual accomplish-
ment, gengsi suggests a kind of prestige that can be shared through as-
sociation. For example, the daughter of former President Megawati has 
gengsi as the daughter of a former president and the granddaughter of one 
of Indonesia’s founding fathers and its first president, Sukarno, although 
she has never accomplished anything of note herself. The kind of prestige 
or status that gengsi captures, then, is not solely an abstract indication of 
individual’s hierarchical status or achievement but appears more to be 
something substantial that can be shared to an extent through relatedness. 

Gengsi, in this sense, is not unlike the concept of power that Benedict 
Anderson (1972) describes in the pre-colonial Javanese Indic state, or 
the ideas of “potency” that Shelly Errington (1990: 41–44) claims ex-
ist throughout the islands of Southeast Asia. Anderson contrasts West-
ern secular ideas of power as an abstract force with Javanese views of 
power as an invisible, albeit existentially concrete, energy that suffuses 
all matter organic and nonorganic (1972: 7). Errington reminds us that 

12.	 Gengsi, according to the second edition of A Comprehensive Indonesian–
English Dictionary, translates as: 1) prestige, honor, social status, and; 2) de-
scent, relations, relatives. Bergengsi, which adds the prefix ber– to the noun 
gengsi to create a verb that means having the attribute the prefix is applied 
to, would translate to “having gengsi” or, more simply, “prestigious.”



Corruption as Caring Responsibility

89

in Indonesia, the visible, tangible realm of human beings intersects with 
the invisible spirit world (alam ghaib). Power or potency is tapped from 
the invisible spirit realm and demonstrated (rather than exercised) in the 
tangible world of everyday life. Since potency is invisible, its presence 
can only be inferred from signs. The wedding party at Teluk Kupang 
gathered together many of the intangible but existing gengsi emanating 
from the bride and groom’s families: the visible display of wealth in the 
sheer number of tables and guests, offerings of soft drinks, and the pres-
ence of VIPs at the front of the room. 

An unspoken question that seemed to loom over the evening, nev-
ertheless, was to what extent we belonged—at the party, with the host 
families, and in the upper middle-class circles they moved in. In other 
circumstances, all the visual and tangible cues of mutuality common at 
family gatherings would be accepted without much doubt as signs of 
inclusion. Having received an invitation to both the wedding and pre-
wedding parties, being given food and so forth would confirm and reaf-
firm belonging and mutuality. At this party, however, visual displays and 
material offerings seemed less certain. As Errington (1990) explains, the 
presence of an audience strengthens the suggested existence of power. 
The audience, then, does not share in the power but merely serves to af-
firm it as a witness—not unlike the role played by onlookers at the civil 
service parade presented in the last chapter; they are there to affirm the 
achievement of desirable personhood by the civil servants on parade. 
Given the lavish attempts to display gengsi at the party, we were uncer-
tain as to whether we shared in the gengsi, and thus counted as family, 
or if we merely served as a supportive audience propping up the gengsi. 

In this way I understand Mientje’s attempt to display gengsi of her 
own through her having her hair done, getting the expensive mail-or-
dered outfit, and, perhaps, having her bule companion. All were ways to 
performatively suggest belonging to the families of bride and groom, 
rather than being a mere audience to their prestige. Still, I doubt that she 
felt confident she could count on any of them for acts of caring respon-
sibility if she were to call on them in a time of need. 

Empty Envelopes

These examples of visible and material aspects of family parties that ought 
to indicate a confirmation of familial belonging and closeness show how 
the possibility of being strangers is always present, and that even a vigi-
lant monitoring of supposed visualizations and materializations of the 
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caring responsibility that informs family relationality is rife with uncer-
tainty. Those acts that ought to create and confirm familial belonging, 
such as being invited to a family party, sharing in food and drinks, or 
jotting down contributions in books of donations, offer no reassurance 
that what is confirmed is closeness but rather a distance concealed. The 
material and visual components of these events offer no definitive proof 
of care but instead offer opportunities for manipulation, posing, and ex-
ploitation. This suggests that rather than viewing visible and material 
suggestions of care in a performative sense, as making kin, we should see 
them as performances that create the fiction of kin and care.

As a final example of the fickleness and unreliability of visual and ma-
terial indications of confirmation of belonging, I turn to those donation 
boxes that often decorate tables at wedding parties. At weddings, as we 
have seen, guests are supposed to write their names in a guest registry and 
deposit an envelope with money into the donation box. Most guests will 
write their name on the envelope to make it known who is responsible for 
giving what. However, hosts generally expect to find a number of empty 
envelopes among all those deposited. Guests can do this for acceptable 
reasons, such as not having any money but not wanting to lose face in front 
of others, or for unacceptable ones, like simply being mean. While books 
of donations offer some visible and tangible clues from which to speculate 
about motivations of the giver and the mutuality between guest and host 
since the amount given is written next to the name of the donor, empty 
envelopes slid through the slots in “donation boxes” offer no such clues.

In the previous section on the Kaho family, Elsie made it clear that 
the caring responsibility between family members does not consist solely 
in helping, but is predicated on first recognizing another’s hardship. Joel 
Robbins (2003; 2009) reminds us that the exchange of material goods 
forms a fundamental part of achieving mutual recognition. Recognition 
both forms the grounding for the possibility of care and is closely tied to 
material exchange. When tangible offers of mutuality and care, such as 
envelopes, turn out to be empty, they cast doubt on the existence of care 
among those who are supposed to count as family and towards whom 
one might turn in times of hardship. 

Treading the Fine Line 

This chapter has continued exploring the unintended effects of anti-
corruption efforts by attending to the discrepancy in the actions of civil 
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servants in Kupang: enthusiastic endorsement of anti-corruption efforts 
on the one hand, participation in the perpetuation of everyday petty 
forms of corruption, especially if they in some way involved family, on the 
other. In order to make sense of this apparent contradiction, I contrasted 
understandings of corruption firmly rooted in a rational individualist 
ontology with one grounded in a relational approach to personhood, and 
proposed that corruption in Kupang is better understood as a transgres-
sion of care rather than as a transgression of public-private boundaries. 

A relational understanding of corruption as a transgression of care 
resonates institutionally and discursively throughout modern Indone-
sian history. Furthermore, as the analysis of the Kaho family’s intergen-
erational socioeconomic ascent showed, this relational understanding of 
corruption also reverberates in the daily life of those in Kupang, where 
it emerges as a moral engine of caring responsibility towards family. As 
such, a slippage between corruption and care becomes possible in the 
moral-ethical complexity of everyday life, making it imperative to con-
ceive of corruption not as something severed from larger questions of the 
political and governmental good but, rather, as intimately connected to 
larger normative questions. 

Viewing corruption in a relational sense, or as a balancing act be-
tween acceptable and unacceptable ways of responding to the pull of 
(familial) relationality, cannot be disconnected from the larger question 
of how care figures in normative visions of a governmental good. If peo-
ple, such as Elsie in her search for foreign sponsors, strongly suspect the 
state does not care for them in spite of the increasingly hollow-sounding 
promises of democratization and good governance, the reliance on fam-
ily care starts to look less like corruption and more like survival amidst 
structural abandonment. Yet, to temper exactly how reliable family as 
a potential last bastion of care is, we should not forget that family care 
carries its own forms of uncertainty, unreliability, and possibilities for 
estrangement. If the state fails to deliver on its promise of a good, and 
material indications of familial belonging also turn out to be deceptive, 
where can one turn for care? 

In the complex moral-ethical assemblage of post-reformasi Kupang, 
separating corruption from care is a near-impossible task for anyone. 
However, treading the fine line between these two—when getting it 
wrong means getting arrested or demoted—makes it a very important 
one for civil servants.
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chapter three

Between the Ethical and the Right Thing

A Voluntary Contribution

“Do not show up empty-handed, for hands need to be filled” (Jangan 
dengan tangan kosong karena tangan harus diisi) advised Pater Paulus dur-
ing a long conversation I had with him in his secluded monastery in 
Kupang in 2008. As part of a wider teaching about ethical conduct in 
Kupang, he was telling me about the importance of bringing a small 
gift to offer my hosts whenever I was invited to someone’s home. He 
recommended, in a perhaps outdated suggestion, that I bring some siri 
pinang and kapur, or betel nut, betel leaf, and lime, which, when chewed 
together would make someone slightly intoxicated. At family parties, a 
sense of belonging is created and maintained by sharing food and drink 
and in this case the companionable act of chewing betel, spitting out the 
telltale red globs of saliva produced by the acidic-bitter flavor combina-
tion while sharing a similar state of mild intoxication, which helps to 
establish the foundation for a possible relationship. Furthermore, bring-
ing siri pinang would signal my understanding and respect of local tra-
ditions, and allowing myself to experience the siri sedation with others 
would convey a sense of trust as well as perhaps a complicity in rebelling 
against Indonesian opinions that chewing betel nut is as sign of (eastern) 
backwardness and intoxication, something to be avoided—especially for 
women. Pater Paulus did ask me to make sure that, no matter what I 
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chose to bring, I would always bring more than would be consumed dur-
ing my visit. Hands should still remain filled after I left. 

Although Pater Paulus gave his advice while endeavoring to teach me 
how to act appropriately when visiting people in their homes, he may 
as well have been advising me how to conduct myself when interacting 
with civil servants in their offices. If we recall the practices of giving 
“thank you money” or “bus money” or the frantic reminders Elsie gave 
her daughter Sinta to make sure to leave some of her salary with the 
department treasurer, which tended to be glossed as “Kupang custom,” 
the edict not to show up empty-handed seemed similarly suitable in the 
context of civil service. It is unsurprising then that the anti-corruption 
messages that littered the offices of Kupang’s city-level government in 
the late 2000s singled out exactly this practice of “filling hands” as a 
form of corruption that needed to be avoided. As one sticker issued by 
Indonesia’s Corruption Eradication Commission that I found attached 
to a bathroom door in the mayor’s office proclaimed: “Tips are a part of 
the crime of CORRUPTION! Honey today becomes Poison tomor-
row.” Another message, which was printed with large letters (all caps) 
on a sheet of paper taped to a door in the Department of Public Works 
said: “ATTENTION. DO NOT OFFER/RECEIVE DONATIONS 
IN ANY FORM.” 

However, as we have seen, the designation of customary acts of polite-
ness as corruption does not always make sense in a giving city that oper-
ates on an ethics of care and exchange. The rigid public office understand-
ing of corruption, which informed Indonesia’s post-reformasi approach 
to anti-corruption and singles out specific acts such as the offering or 
receiving of donations in any form as corrupt, could not match the more 
elastic understanding of corruption in Kupang, where the connection 
between specific acts and a greater good informed ideas of justice. The 
need to specify the giving and receiving of tips and donations as forms 
of corruption in the reminders dispensed by the Corruption Eradication 
Commission, thus suggests an incommensurability between a rigid le-
galistic approach to anti-corruption and the more complex moral-ethical 
assemblage of everyday bureaucratic life in Kupang.1 For civil servants 

1.	 Not everyone will experience this discrepancy between public pronounce-
ments and bureaucratic practice as incommensurable. For example, in what 
he calls the “Thai regime of images,” Peter Jackson (2004) shows how in 
Thai forms of power what gets said and what happens seem to pertain 
to two different realms of experience, one discursive, the other practical. 
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who tried to tread the fine line between corruption and care while con-
tinuously feeling threatened by the possibility of legal repercussions, the 
question of how to navigate the moral-ethical assemblage of post-refor-
masi bureaucracy in Kupang became an increasingly pressing one, yet 
also one for which it was hard to find a satisfying answer.

That does not mean they did not try, as I learned one late morning 
while waiting for an appointment with the village head and shooting the 
proverbial breeze (in lieu of an actual one) with lower-echelon civil serv-
ants in their small, sweltering office. The civil servants there had come 
up with an ingenuous solution to what they viewed as the main problem 
of corruption in their office, namely clients insisting on offering extra 
money in exchange for services rendered. As one of the civil servants 
explained, he completely understood this felt need to offer a token of 
gratitude in exchange for services. After all, giving something back in 
exchange for a gift or service in Kupang is terbiasa: commonplace, nor-
mal. Nevertheless, as the civil servants at the village head’s office were all 
too well aware, accepting money from clients was illegal. Even though 
propriety prescribed accepting a monetized “thank you,” anti-corruption 
regulations threatened penalties for staff who did so. Pointing at a white 
cardboard box atop one of the desks they proudly showed the office’s 
elegant solution to this corruption conundrum. On the box the words 
“sumbangan sukarela” (voluntary contribution) were written decoratively 
in black sharpie. This was a charity box, they explained. If clients really 
felt compelled to offer some “thank you” or “bus” money, they could post 
it in the box. 

As an answer to the question of how to navigate the post-reformasi 
moral-ethical assemblage of bureaucracy in Kupang, there is much to 
admire about this charity box response. Rather than refusing the gifts 
of clients altogether, the charity box ostensibly redirects the route such 
offerings would take: away from individual civil servants and towards 
those in need of charity. By recalling the boxes used at wedding parties, 
the charity box evokes the affective legitimacy of family responsibility. 
It transforms the potentially corrupt act of accepting money into one 
of facilitating care. For all intents and purposes, then, the charity box 
manages to pull off the impressive feat of simultaneously honoring that 
terbiasa custom of offering money and continuing the giving city’s chari-
table ethos of distributing resources to those in need, while also avoiding 

Without any need for irony or cynicism, these two realms are kept entirely 
separate and insulated from each other. 
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the corrupt act of appropriating (public) resources for private gain. Still, 
mindful of the contradiction that the donation of empty envelopes poses 
to the affirmation of care and belonging represented by the boxes of 
donations at weddings, I asked what happened with the money collected 
in the charity box. “Well,” shrugged one of the staff members who had 
shown me the box, “at the end of the month or so we open it up and di-
vide the money amongst ourselves.” An upper-echelon official, who had 
emerged from his personal office and overheard his subordinate’s reply 
to me, immediately refuted this answer: “No, of course we don’t! This 
money goes to charity, you know, to the poor.” 

A charitable reader might be inclined to accept the superior’s answer. 
After all, the charity box was only recently installed and perhaps the 
subordinates were not yet aware of the proper protocol of how to deal 
with its proceeds. A more cynical reader, in contrast, might be inclined to 
accept the subordinate’s reply, and view the charity box as a mere attempt 
at giving the ongoing practice of offering and receiving gratuities a ve-
neer of caring legitimacy. What I want to highlight here, however, is that 
the beauty of the charity box solution inheres in its capacity to contain 
all of these possibilities: charity, custom, compliance with rules, as well as 
the continuation of what had come to be defined as corruption. As such, 
it shows that navigation of the bureaucratic moral-ethical assemblage in 
post-reformasi Kupang is not a matter of simply transitioning from be-
ing corrupt to being good, but of a careful maneuvering between many 
competing, contrasting, conflicting, and overlapping ethical possibilities 
(Zigon 2009; 2011b).

This careful maneuvering is the central focus of this chapter, in which 
we will turn to how civil servants navigate the complex moral-ethical as-
semblage of Kupang’s post-reformasi bureaucracy. In the previous chap-
ters I showed that this moral-ethical assemblage is constituted not only 
by the good of the good governance approach, but also by understandings 
of the state as a giving city, and of personhood as embedded in rela-
tions of caring responsibility. We have seen repeatedly that the legalistic 
and public office approach to anti-corruption cannot account for the 
ethically more complex context of care and corruption in Kupang. We 
will now attend to the question of how civil servants, who are so often 
portrayed as the main culprits of corruption, deal with the implemen-
tation of anti-corruption efforts in their everyday work. We will focus 
in particular on young elite civil servants who received their training 
at specialized civil service preparatory institutes in part because they—
more than other civil servants—have been trained in proper civil service 
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conduct in post-reformasi Indonesia, but also because as career-focused 
civil servants with hopes of great professional advancement they stand to 
lose much if they get it wrong. 

I will show that oftentimes anti-corruption efforts do not offer clar-
ity to civil servants as to what counts as corruption. Rather, they only 
provide more confusion about how to properly navigate their tasks with-
out facing the negative consequences of either corruption allegations or 
obstructions to career advancement. In order to figure out how to stay 
upright amongst this confusion, civil servants regularly draw on the fa-
miliarity of family responsibility I suggested fuels many moral engines 
in Kupang. In fact, and perhaps unsurprisingly, responsibility towards 
family proved to be one of the stickiest ethical points around which coa-
lesced different possibilities for ethical conduct. 

It might be tempting to read this persistence of family expectations 
and obligations within bureaucracy as evidence for Indonesia’s failure to 
transition to liberal democracy and full-fledged Weberian bureaucratic 
rationality—the rationality that the modernization paradigm-fueled 
good governance advocates hope for. However, I suggest this would be 
a misreading of the Indonesian context, where organicist ideas of state 
formation have offered a modern alternative to liberal democratic ones 
since the late nineteenth century. Within this organicist ideology, family 
forms the main organizational principle of the modern Indonesian na-
tion-state, rather than constituting a private contrast to the public realm. 
Indeed, this primacy of family to the construction of the Indonesian na-
tion-state and state apparatuses allows for possibilities for overlap or slip-
page between various constructions of what it means to be an ethical civil 
servant. Such possibilities for slippage pose difficulties for an interven-
tion that is predicated on clear Weberian distinctions between public and 
private realm, where the only good is aligned with bureaucratic rationality. 

In short, in what follows we see that questions of proper bureaucratic 
conduct are not simply a choice between a rational-legal adherence to 
good governance and the ethical pull of family responsibility. Rather, 
ethical conduct means negotiating the various ways in which local moral 
economies, national ideologies of state building, global discourses on the 
morality of anti-corruption, and a conception of the good that inspires 
neoliberal ideas of governance overlap. Within this moral-ethical as-
semblage (Zigon 2011a), not just good or anti-corrupt, but responsible, 
perfect, right, and ethical all emerge as possible responses to the call of 
anti-corruption. For civil servants there is then no straightforward or 
unambiguous way of managing this complexity. 
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The Bureaucracy, Merit, and KKN 

Exactly what KKN entailed was not clear to most civil servants in 
Kupang. Part of this confusion stemmed from the fact that while Ku-
pangese generally viewed acts of KKN as morally reprehensible, many of 
the acts that would legally constitute a form of corruption were seen as 
“commonplace,” ethically permissible, or even laudable. KKN was easy to 
recognize when it concerned faraway people and large-scale cases—the 
kind presented on daily on the national broadcast channel, Metro TV, 
with its steady stream of updates on the latest arrests, trials, and suspect-
ed cases of corruption by national figures. It was much harder to similarly 
accept as KKN the cases reported by local newspapers and radio shows. 

Whereas national corruption cases provoked near-unanimous con-
tempt and condemnation, local cases did not, since they involved sus-
pects who were well known and operating in contexts that were well 
understood. There was, for instance, the case of the contractor who went 
to jail only because he took responsibility for his son’s misdoings, as I was 
told by several neighbors and Department of Public Works. He was not 
the actual culprit but merely a good father trying to protect his son. Then 
there was a retired businessman who told me how one of his daughters 
had been unjustly fired from her civil-service position as sub-district 
head after an office competitor accused her of an act of KKN she had not 
committed. In fact, he claimed, she fervently opposed corruption and on 
several occasions had turned away family members who were asking for 
preferential treatment because “she wanted to do things right.” As these 
cases showed, anti-corruption efforts were making it increasingly diffi-
cult to distinguish corruption as a morally reviled practice from practices 
that count as “being good” or “doing things right.” 

More importantly, the existing attempts to clarify what actually con-
stituted KKN—conveyed in stickers and printed messages—did not re-
ally offer much elucidation regarding the kinds of corruption civil serv-
ants in Kupang actually worried about and thus seemed both ineffective 
and insufficient. By singling out the tips or donations, they focused only 
on a small part of the KKN unholy trinity: korupsi. This, however, was 
not the KKN that tended to trouble civil servants most. As we have seen, 
the act of giving and receiving is often not recognized as corruption but 
instead as custom, care, or in the case of the charity box, something com-
monplace. At most, korupsi, evoked laconic comments among lower-level 
civil servants regarding how the “higher-ups” now had more money to 
line their pockets. The second K and the N, kolusi and nepotisme, which 
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pertain to those relational forms of corruption that can slither between 
forms of care aimed at helping others really become somebody, which as 
we recall is the manner in which Kupangese refer to people who man-
aged to obtain civil service employment, and acts of self-interested self-
aggrandizement, preoccupied civil servants much more. These were the 
acts that formed the real threats to one’s professional advancement in the 
uncharted territory of post-reformasi bureaucracy.

This was particularly so because the post-reformasi political devolu-
tion that aimed to break up the clientelist character of Indonesian civil 
service did not entirely manage to eradicate intra-office expectations of 
loyalty and support of civil servants toward their superiors, especially if 
these superiors had political ambitions. As we recall, as part of the post-
reformasi political, fiscal, and administrative reforms, Indonesia had in-
troduced direct district-head elections in 2004. During the New Order, 
civil servants were prohibited from supporting any political party besides 
Golkar, an organization that functioned as Suharto’s reelection vehicle 
for three decades (Bourchier 2015: 161–165). 

In post-reformasi Kupang, civil servants are theoretically free to vote 
for whichever candidate they wish and, in fact, must refrain from being 
actively involved in, or supportive of, any political party. Nevertheless, 
most candidates for district-head positions in state-dependent Kupang 
have consisted of higher-echelon civil servants who relied on their office 
subordinates as a base of reliable voters in a continuation of the clien-
telism associated with the New Order. As civil servants found during 
Kupang’s first-ever direct mayoral elections in 2007, picking sides and 
rewarding loyalty overrode the supposed neutrality of bureaucracy. One 
particularly unhappy Department of Public Works employee, who felt 
he had missed out on a much-deserved promotion, complained to me 
that he suspected that the new department head, who in his opinion was 
incompetent, had only received his position in exchange for supporting 
a mayoral candidate. “Promotions are not based on merit but on KKN!” 
he exclaimed.

While the tension between merit and KKN in the post-reformasi 
mix of bureaucracy and politics was cause for concern among ordinary 
lower-level civil servants, it triggered outright anxiety among elite civil 
servants who were young, ambitious, and trained for fast advancement 
through the complex layers of administrative ranks. For example, Budi, 
a 30-something graduate of the prestigious Institute for Domestic Gov-
ernance (Institut Pemerintahan Dalam Negeri, or IPDN) near Band-
ung, West Java—and head of the village office where civil servants had 
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proudly shown me the charity box—thought advancing in his career 
would hinge on his ties to appropriate superiors rather than merit. 

For instance, he told me that he already feared the consequences of 
the upcoming 2012 mayoral elections, since his career advancement de-
pended partly on the whims of the new mayor and gossip that he, Budi, 
may be subjected to. His chances of getting promoted would depend 
not on his professional accomplishments but on whether the new mayor 
suspected that Budi had supported his candidacy. Failing to support a 
successful candidate meant that one would have to wait years for a pro-
motion. Budi vividly remembered the punishment that the new mayor 
Adoe had doled out to his chief opponent, Yonas Salean, after the 2007 
mayoral elections: Salean had been made “expert staff,” an advisory post 
outside the formal civil-service hierarchy, and thus effectively excluded 
from all city-level administrative and political business. This was not a 
fate Budi was eager to meet early in his career. 

Valentino, Elsie’s oldest son who had also graduated from the 
IPDN, shared some of Budi’s concerns, but feared much harsher re-
percussions. After graduating from the IPDN in 2007, Valentino was 
appointed to the sought-after position of mayoral aide. As an aide, Val-
entino accompanied the mayor on work trips throughout the Indone-
sian archipelago, living a cosmopolitan lifestyle few in Kupang enjoyed. 
Other, less formal, benefits of the position were the tips visitors would 
slip him in the hope that he would secure them an audience with the 
mayor. Usually, these tips consisted of cash, but sometimes he would 
receive a bottle of liquor which he happily shared with his office peers 
(and guest-sister anthropologist in the mayor’s chambers after hours). 
Valentino estimated that each day he made an average of IDR 200,000 
($15) from such tips, which by payday amounted to almost five times 
his monthly salary. Besides these financial extras, he also once enjoyed 
a ten-day holiday in a Bali resort with the mayor, the mayor’s wife, and 
some other local district heads—all paid for by a banker who hoped 
these district heads would appoint him to the directorship of a local 
bank.

Valentino was no exception when it came to enjoying the informal 
perks of working close to the mayor; other civil servants in a compara-
ble situation also received material rewards from those hoping to obtain 
access to the mayor. During a conversation we had in 2009, Valentino 
told me that, during the two years he had worked as a civil servant, he 
had received promotions that would have taken others at least twice as 
long, simply because he made good use of his closeness to the mayor. 
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Although this closeness had brought him financial and professional ben-
efits, he feared how it would affect his still-nascent career in Kupang’s 
civil service. Valentino told me about the fate suffered by the previous 
mayor’s aide:

It is impossible for civil servants not to get involved [in elections], 
not to take sides. I saw what happened to the former aide: he got 
relegated to a regular staff position. Whereas before he was the hands 
and feet [kaki tangan, generally used pejoratively to mean “assistant”] 
of the mayor, he was now the one being ordered around to fetch staff 
cigarettes or lunch in the middle [hottest part] of the day and per-
form other humiliating tasks in the department.

Valentino feared that his impressive IPDN degree and experience 
as an aide would never outweigh the fact that he had been the mayor’s 
“hands and feet.” Yet, like Budi, he was unsure whether and how his 
close connection to the mayor might affect his professional future. At 
the heart of their different ideas on how to prevent the potential dis-
astrous effect of the upcoming mayoral elections on their careers was a 
basic uncertainty about how to navigate post-Suharto local bureaucracy, 
where merit and KKN are not easily separated.

This uncertainty resonated across Indonesia where the far-reaching 
political and administrative changes Indonesia implemented in the post-
reformasi era yielded uneven effects on the functioning of local bureau-
cracies and politics. In some places, decentralization seemed to have ex-
acerbated money and vote selling in local politics (Choi 2004). In other 
places, the recent changes seemed to have made little difference. For 
example, instead of countering the patrimonialism that so permeated 
Suharto’s New Order regime, institutional changes appeared to have fa-
cilitated a continuation of an older form of politics that emanated from 
Jakarta and spread throughout the country (Hadiz and Robison 2013: 
36). Entrenched elites stay in power while aspiring elites employ the 
logic of patrimonialism to compete in local politics (Choi 2009). In spite 
of these mostly gloomy analyses that frame the state of Indonesian poli-
tics in an age of good governance as a continuation of older, clientelist 
political practices, Indonesians across the archipelago have also used 
their newfound political power to vote out known corrupt incumbents 
(Mietzner 2006). Furthermore, one-dimensional explanations of decen-
tralized Indonesian politics in terms of money politics or entrenched 
elites, miss the extent to which the political “reshuffling” has actually 
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had multiple effects (Buehler 2007). The only certainty, so it seemed, was 
uncertainty.

How Budi and Valentino dealt with this uncertainty shows how they 
thought the cards were stacked in the specific context of Kupang. While 
both feared potential post-election punishments along the lines of what 
had happened to the former mayor’s aide and the current mayor’s com-
petitor, they had different ideas about how to prevent this. Valentino 
hoped he could count on his established connections with people who 
were expected to run for office. In his capacity as aide, Valentino felt he 
had become close enough to one of the candidates, the vice mayor, not to 
fear any postelection retaliation. A second candidate was a distant rela-
tive who would likely look favorably on Valentino. The third candidate 
was a good friend of one of his uncles, who would probably put in a good 
word on his behalf.

Unsure of whether counting on various degrees of closeness with po-
tential candidates would keep his career safe, Valentino also devised a 
strategy to circumvent becoming involved in the coming election tur-
moil altogether. He would ask the mayor for one last informal favor: to 
be granted a “learning task,” which is a chance to pursue an academic 
degree sponsored by the local government. Such learning tasks are rare 
and supposed to be given out only on the basis of merit and not as a fa-
vor; this thus arguably constituted a form of KKN. He planned to enroll 
in a master’s program at a prominent university in Java, far away from 
Kupang. Another uncle held a lecturer position there and could prob-
ably help him get accepted into the program. If he started the program 
at the beginning of the election year, he might avoid election politics and 
return after the dust had settled; armed with a new degree to comple-
ment the one he already had from the IPDN. Maybe this would even 
earn him a new promotion into managerial ranks so that he could never 
be demoted.

While Valentino looked upward by strengthening connections with 
potential candidates, Budi looked downward by strengthening ties with 
the people. As he saw it, the way to advance in post-Suharto administra-
tion and politics was by appealing to voters. “These are not the old days 
when subordinates would actually listen to orders from above,” he said. 
“People can now decide for themselves who they want to vote for.” He 
saw the vice mayor’s subtle strategic actions as a good example of career 
advancement in the present-day Kupang administration. Budi claimed 
that the vice mayor instructed every village head to notify him of all 
weddings and funerals held in their sub-districts. On such occasions, 
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Budi would send a small contribution on the vice mayor’s behalf to the 
celebration: such as sugar, candy, or a pig. People would hopefully re-
member these gifts long enough to reciprocate with their vote. Budi saw 
this new unobtrusive way of campaigning as more successful than count-
ing on the obedience of subordinates.

Budi and Valentino’s different strategies nonetheless revealed shared 
perceptions of post-Suharto bureaucracy in Kupang. Both thought fa-
voritism, rather than merit, would help their careers—their promotions 
depended on supporting the right candidate, not being good at their jobs. 
Both thought connections were crucial to career advancement. Valentino 
counted on existing (familial) relationships with seniors both within and 
outside the governmental bureaucracy, while Budi pinned his hopes on 
yet-to-be-established relationships with voters. Neither were concerned 
about corruption. Both flirted with, if not fully engaged in, the kinds of 
practices the anti-corruption messages tacked to office doors and walls 
sought to end. Valentino accepted gifts and did not hesitate to ask the 
mayor for special favors. For Budi, giving gifts to potential voters was a 
proper means of advancing his career.

For Budi and Valentino, and many others in their position, the post-
reformasi anti-corruption efforts failed to clearly define corruption while 
showing how to successfully navigate the bureaucratic maze of career 
advancement. Rather than decreasing corruption, the move toward good 
governance merely increased uncertainty of how to stay afloat in local 
bureaucracy for young, elite civil servants. And in the giving city, these 
civil servants immediately turn to the idea of reciprocity inherent in rela-
tionships, especially family relationships, as an important way to alleviate 
the stress of that uncertainty.

Between Ethics and the Right Thing

When he hit an unexpected obstacle during his lengthy application pro-
cess to the prestigious IPDN, Valentino had indeed turned to relation-
ships. The IPDN is a highly selective institute that accepts only a limited 
number of candidates from each region and the year Valentino got ac-
cepted, only one other young man and one young woman from Kupang 
were accepted besides him. Its selection procedures consist of physical, 
psychological, and general-knowledge tests, the initial rounds of which 
take place in the regions where candidates live. The final testing takes 
place on the IPDN campus near Bandung, West Java. After Valentino 
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made it through the selection rounds in Kupang, he had to travel to 
Bandung several times for further testing. After the final round of tests, 
Valentino was happy to find his name on a list of the accepted; a list that 
had been posted on a campus wall in the middle of the night. Much to 
his surprise, however, a few hours later his name had disappeared from 
the list and had been replaced with someone else’s. Valentino suspect-
ed that one of the other candidates had used connections, influence, or 
money to gain a place on the list at his expense, so Valentino did the only 
thing he could think of: ask the help of his uncle, who had a close rela-
tionship with the then president of Indonesia, Megawati Sukarnoputri. 
Within a few hours his name was back on the list.

While family connections were pivotal in Valentino’s eventual ac-
ceptance into the IPDN, it was unclear to Valentino whether the sud-
den disappearance of his name from the list was the result of someone’s 
KKN, and equally unclear if his uncle merely rectified a wrongdoing 
or had to engage in some KKN of his own. It was clear, however, that 
Valentino had no qualms in calling his influential uncle when he needed 
help. As we have seen throughout this book, he was not alone in relying 
unhesitatingly on family connections. Recall that whenever I asked civil 
servants whether they would pick a family member or an equally skilled 
unrelated candidate for a position, all said they would pick the family 
member. The moral engine of a caring responsibility towards those who 
count as family, especially in times of hardship, can spur those in a posi-
tion to help to do so whenever they can. As Pak Marinus, the head of the 
local chamber of commerce, explained to me:

Of course, you have to help out family. The opportunities for employ-
ment here are too limited to just say, “Go make it on your own.” If at 
a family party a family member walks up to me and asks me to give 
their child a project, how can I refuse? I will see them again at the 
next party.

His reasons for helping family members stemmed from both the in-
escapability of family demands and the impossibility to refuse someone 
in need. For both Pak Marinus and Valentino, being able to call on fam-
ily members when in need, or unhesitatingly responding to family mem-
bers’ calls for help, poses no ethical quandary.

For others, in contrast, the question of how to respond to family 
members’ requests for help is answered less easily. Anderius, another 
IPDN graduate whom I got to know while working in the Department 
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of Governance, continuously struggled with this question. He was born 
in a small village on the island of Flores, another island in the province 
of NTT. Although none of his relatives worked in the civil service, his 
parents, like many other parents in NTT, hoped that he would. They 
planned to send him to high school in Kupang, where he could receive a 
better education than was available in Flores. Since this was costly, they 
followed the practice of collecting small donations from family, neigh-
bors, and friends during a kumpul keluarga (family party). Anderius was 
thus able to attend high school in Kupang and that enabled him to enter 
the IPDN and ultimately land a highly-prized civil service position.

After he had finished his education and had taken up a position in 
Kupang’s city-level bureaucracy, however, relatives and friends from Flo-
res would occasionally ask Anderius for his help in getting them civil 
service positions. With them, as he explained to me, he shared “the 
world of the ethical [etika],” which is an ethics that crosses public-pri-
vate boundaries, blurs distinctions between corruption and care, and fol-
lows the reciprocal logic of family parties. He was now, however, also 
part of what he called the “world of the right thing [kebenaran],” which 
he shared with his university friends and fellow elite civil servants. In 
this world he felt the obligation to adhere to office rules that differed 
from, and often contradicted, the ethics of family obligations. In a sense, 
he thus found himself in what J. P. Olivier de Sardan (1999: 48) calls a 
“schizophrenic situation,” in which the administrative and professional 
legitimacy of civil servants conflicts with their social legitimacy. By help-
ing family members, he would break office rules, but by adhering to rules 
he would let down family members. According to him there was no 
unambiguous distinction between being a good or corrupt civil servant; 
one was either right and not corrupt or corrupt yet ethical. In between 
the etika of family and the kebenaran of professionalism, he felt morally 
stuck.

This sense of schizophrenia brings to mind the “moral torment” that 
the newly converted Urapmin of Papua New Guinea experience, which 
stems from being torn between the two incompatible value spheres of 
Urapmin relationality and Pentecostal Christian individuality (Robbins 
2004; 2007). When Anderius describes himself as being stuck between 
the ethical and the right thing, he, too, appears to be torn between the 
two separate value spheres: of Weberian rational-legal bureaucracy on 
the one hand and a local moral economy characterized by a caring re-
sponsibility to family on the other. This was a bind that Valentino and 
Marinus did not seem to experience. However, while the idea of moral 
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torment quite aptly captures Anderius’s anguish, this torment does not 
stem from being pulled by two distinct and incompatible value spheres. 
Instead such torment comes from experiencing the complications of an 
already-complex and discombobulating moral-ethical assemblage (Zigon 
2009), one in which different institutional and discursive moralities can 
at times converge and overlap. The anguish does not simply stem from 
being stuck between two mutually exclusive value spheres but emerges 
from Anderius’ inability to move through the unexpected and temporary 
alignments of various institutional, discursive, and embodied moralities. 

The very thing that creates Anderius’ torment, while allowing for 
the unreflective responsiveness to family responsibility of Valentino and 
Marinus, is the institutional morality of the organicist state, the ideo-
logical influence of which has ebbed and waned throughout Indonesia’s 
history (Bourchier 2015). It makes possible an easy elision between the 
ethical and the right thing because of the central importance of family to 
this ideological construction of the Indonesian nation-state. There is no 
easy distinction between family responsibility and legal-rationality when 
the modern state apparatus is meant to both embody a family and serve 
as a model for the modern Indonesian family. When the bureaucratic 
office is presented as a family, how unethical is it to refuse requests from 
family members? Anderius’ predicament, in other words, does not stem 
from needing to choose between the two distinct value spheres of the 
ethical and the right thing, but from the confusion around the impossibil-
ity of separating office from family, public from private, and corruption 
from care.

Familyism

The idea that the Indonesian state ought to be organized on the basis 
of a “family principle” (azas kekeluargaan, derived from the Indonesian 
word for family, keluarga) has been a fundamental part of what it means 
to be Indonesian since the very conception of the Indonesian national-
ist project in the early twentieth century (Boellstorff 2005; Bourchier 
1997; Steedly 2013: 203–207). The family principle is closely aligned 
with the organicist conceptions of state organization, which have influ-
enced ideas and practices of state formation since the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries (Bourchier 2015). While organicist thought 
and influence lessened in popularity during Sukarno’s presidency after 
Indonesian independence in 1945, in part due to its association with 
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the Japanese occupation, it reemerged with renewed force when Suharto 
rose to power in 1968 and molded his New Order system of governance, 
drawing heavily on organicist state theory for the ideological and struc-
tural organization of his new Indonesian state. 

The notion that the state is organized as a family was first articulated 
and popularized in the 1920s by the national education movement Ta-
man Siswa (Shiraishi 1997). Some proponents of this movement envi-
sioned that this principle would offer a model for a new and egalitar-
ian community that contrasted with the Dutch model of colonial rule. 
Adopting the words for father (bapak), mother (ibu), and child (anak) 
from Malay, which at that time functioned as a lingua franca throughout 
the archipelago but had no connection to any particular social structure 
or location, Taman Siswa tried to sociolinguistically unify the vast In-
donesian archipelago while providing a model for a new kind of society. 
From these Taman Siswa origins the family principle became enshrined 
in the 1945 Indonesian constitution and has been central to the organi-
zation of schools, the military (McVey 1972), civil service (Suryakusu-
ma 1996), and other examples of modern bureaucratic institutions ever 
since (McVey 1967: 136–137; Shiraishi 1997: 81–82). Parents, teachers, 
department heads, and presidents alike would be Bapak and Ibu, while 
sons, daughters, pupils, subordinates, and citizens all would be anak, so 
that eventually through the state’s use of family ideology “all Indonesians 
became part of a family in which the Indonesian government was the 
parent and the student-citizens were the children” (Kuipers 1998: 137).

As Michael Herzfeld points out (2016: 8), it is not uncommon for 
governments to “co-opt the language of intimacy for its utilitarian ends 
of commanding loyalty.” Even though the family dynamics espoused in 
the Indonesian family principle emphasize hierarchical relationships be-
tween parents and children instead of the more horizontal brother-sister 
bond central to many eastern Indonesian kinship practices, the adoption 
of the intimate idiom of family here offers a seductive means to imbue 
state power and organization with an affective legitimacy. Still, under-
standings of what this family was and how exactly it would function has 
shifted over time, for the family principle’s notion of the ideal family has 
never been entirely stable. In nationalist debates that ultimately led to 
Taman Siswa’s adoption of the family principle, disagreements already 
existed concerning what kind of family could provide a suitable model 
for a future Indonesia. Some advocated a hierarchical family model con-
sisting of a wise father, caring mother, and dutiful, respectful children, 
commensurate with organicist ideas. Others propagated a so-called 
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democratic republic model in which children did not fear standing up to 
their parents (Shiraishi 1997: 84–86). While the first model reflects an 
organicist notion of state organization, the second is more commensu-
rate with a revolutionary nationalist spirit. From its very inception there 
has thus existed a tension within the family principle between a family 
dynamic that condones or even encourages the occasional uprisings of 
children against parents and a more top-down, “father knows best” fam-
ily dynamic.2 

Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, fresh out of the anti-colonial 
struggles against the Dutch, had little affinity for the organicist take on 
the family principle as advocated by some Indonesian nationalists, and 
which closely matched ideologies of state organization propagated by 
the Japanese. His ideas on Indonesian state formation were, instead, at 
least according to David Bourchier, grounded in modernist and human-
ist thought influenced by Leninist and Jacobin ideas, and envisioned a 
“revolutionary and egalitarian collectivism” (Bourchier 2015, 71) more 

2.	 This tension has been noted by many scholars of post-independence Indo-
nesian politics and governance. For example, Ruth McVey (1972) describes 
the institutionalization of bapakism in the Indonesian army and notes how 
during the revolution ensuring the execution of orders depended not on 
formal authority per se, but rather on the ability of officers to attract loyal 
soldiers. Initially, shared war experiences gave extra emotional gravity to 
these father-child (bapak-anak buah) bonds in the army. With the pass-
ing of time, however, these relationships made way for more instrumental 
patron-client ties, and for the development of more complex and shift-
ing alliances. The position of bapaks, nevertheless, remained an interference 
with the official chain of commands as, “an officer whose men were strongly 
loyal to him was obviously in a much better position to act independently 
than one who had only the general claims of army discipline behind him” 
(McVey 1972: 154). Donald Fagg (1958), furthermore, mentions the pater-
nalistic responsibility of a bapak over his anak buah as a consistent feature 
of the Indonesian bureaucratic system. As he describes, career advancement 
in civil service was often dependent on closeness to important authority 
figures. Important to note, nevertheless, is that bapaks’ authority has to be 
earned, which Fagg illustrates by describing the continuous efforts made by 
the wedono of Modjokuto’s to perform and maintain his paternalistic role. 
Roelof Oostingh (1970) similarly discusses the importance of personal ties 
between bapaks and anak buah, which are not necessarily the same as formal 
institutional ties, in Indonesian bureaucracy. He also notes the semblance 
of these personal ties to family ties, characterizing the obligation networks 
of which the bapak forms the center as a, “recasting of the web of kinship.”
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than a (conservative) organicism, although we might question just how 
committed Sukarno actually was to the tenets of egalitarianism.3 In his 
political reign, known as Guided Democracy, which mixed democracy 
with autocracy, he and his wife looked over their nation of anak as a 
proud Bapak and Ibu, while countless other Bapak and Ibu in homes, 
classrooms, and bureaucratic offices led their own anak/pupils/subordi-
nates as democratic equals rather than authoritarian superiors. Under 
Suharto’s subsequent New Order regime, however, the egalitarian and 
revolutionary underpinnings of the Indonesian family-cum-state gave 
way to a more hierarchical conception of family, with a conception of 
Bapak more in line with the organicist hierarchical model. Suharto’s 
leadership style combined strict authoritarianism with a clientelist dis-
persion of formal and informal favors to loyal subordinates in a way that 
set the tone for the New Order organization of other state apparatuses, 
such as the military and civil service (Conkling 1979; Fagg 1958; McVey 
1967; Oostingh 1970) .

The New Order interpretation of the family principle did not pertain 
solely to men’s roles. Its state policies, education, and media promoted 
a strict gender-role division: women as mothers and wives and men as 
earners of income (Blackwood 2005). Julia I. Suryakusuma (1996) de-
scribes the gender ideology that accompanied this version of the fam-
ily principle as Bapak Ibuism (father-motherism). Civil servants played 
an important part in the New Order entanglement of state, family, and 
authority. They were a vital source of political support through their re-
quired loyalty to Golkar, as well as providing a perfect example of In-
donesian national personhood. Perfection entailed both loyalty to the 
Indonesian family-state and an embodiment of its gender and sexual 
ideologies. Civil servants therefore joined the national Civil Servants 
Corps of the Republic of Indonesia (Korps Pegawai Republik Indonesia, or 
KORPRI), while their wives joined the female auxiliary Dharma Wanita 
(Women’s Association). The New Order family principle required loyal 
men, caring wives and mothers, and obedient children under the all-
seeing, watchful gaze of the ultimate Bapak, Father Suharto. 

3.	 This was not without difficulty. Fagg (1958) noted the friction civil servants 
experienced in balancing “traditional” familial ways of interacting based on 
respect (hormat) with new egalitarian principles of independence shortly 
after Indonesian independence. Oostingh (1970: 33–34), additionally, de-
scribed similar tensions between family obligations or a “moral code of so-
ciety” and modern state demands.
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It is in this New Order notion of perfection that we can see the pos-
sibility for slippage between what Anderius called the ethical and the 
right thing, since the multiple connotations of family and intra-familial 
expectations make it difficult to weigh the loyalty to Fathers that charac-
terized New Order perfection against the right thing of office rules and 
the “ethical” of family obligations. When values regarding bureaucratic 
conduct borrow their legitimacy from the affective bonds of family—
even if this exemplifies a strategic co-option by the state for utilitarian 
purposes (Herzfeld 2016)—we can wonder how much of a difference 
there is between responding to demands made by one’s bapak (the famil-
ial father) or Bapak (professional superior)? How far apart are the ethical 
of familial obligations and the correct bureaucratic conduct when the 
latter lends so much of its legitimacy from the former via the notion of 
perfection? One is left to face an ever-shifting moral-ethical assemblage 
where what counts as corruption also counts as ethical, and where the 
bureaucratic imperative of a loyalty to Fathers encapsulated by the word 
perfection helps to obscure any distinction between them. 

In Kupang, the family-cum-state trope resonated in many ways and 
mostly without much friction. A male employee from the Department of 
Governance drew on a comparison to family life to explain to me what 
the office atmosphere was like:

Even if we only know each other through work, we do have the habit 
of collecting a small contribution (sumbangan) when someone has a 
baby or wedding or something. This also goes for the colleagues that 
have moved away to other offices. We have very friendly relations at 
the office, like a family. We give the contribution not because we have 
to, but because we want to.

Employees of the Department of Governance, furthermore, depicted 
their department head as a strict yet kind “father” who made sure every-
thing ran correctly. The subdepartment head at the Department of Pub-
lic Works also portrayed his relationships to coworkers in familial terms. 
He told me that he viewed the office as a family with the department 
head as the father and himself as the mother. The department head’s 
job, according to him, was to make sure all the work got done, whereas 
it was his mothering role to keep all children close to him and take care 
of them.

This does not necessarily mean a father’s wishes are obeyed, especially 
when his office children find them objectionable. The ethical dilemmas 
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faced by civil servants in their everyday bureaucratic practices do not 
solely consist of demands made by family members (as Anderius faced). 
Office superiors also attempt to circumvent office rules for personal fi-
nancial gain. This became evident in a story shared by Christian, a low-
er-level employee at the Department of Public Works. When he and 
his coworkers evaluated project proposals, the department head would 
sometimes enter the room and tell them that so-and-so had to win the 
project (even if this meant disregarding official tendering rules). Chris-
tian said most of his coworkers usually made sure these proposals won, 
partly because they stood to receive “smoothing” or thank-you money, 
but also because this is simply what a subordinate does: when the Ba-
pak orders something, subordinates obey. Christian himself tried not to 
listen to such commands from superiors, or at least so he claimed, and 
instead judged each proposal fairly and honestly, even if by doing this he 
disobeyed his superior. In terms of navigating the moral-ethical assem-
blage of bureaucracy, Christian ended up doing what Anderius called the 
right thing but in doing so failed in holding to a perfect loyalty to one’s 
father so prized in the logics of the New Order. Still, as some early Bapak 
Siswa proponents and Sukarno might claim, by standing up to his father, 
Christian displayed the rebellious spirit required of the children should a 
democratic and egalitarian Indonesia be safeguarded. 

What these examples of moral torment show, is that solving ethical 
dilemmas is not a straightforward matter, and that the moral-ethical 
navigation of the post-reformasi bureaucratic landscape in Kupang does 
not consist of choosing between several totalizing moralities or value 
spheres. The cooptation of the idiom of family into the project of In-
donesian nation-building merges contrasting ethical expectations such 
that several institutional, discursive, and embodied moralities offer, at 
once, different templates for ethical civil servant conduct. This process 
substitutes a hierarchical organization of the nuclear family for a more 
egalitarian organization of extended families common in Kupang where 
sibling bonds are pivotal to family dynamics. Furthermore, the state-
model of an idealized nuclear family offers contradictory moral models 
of father-child relationality, one in which a father has unwavering au-
thority over his children, and one in which children are encouraged to 
stand up to their fathers. 

The question of how not to be corrupt in contemporary Indonesia, 
then, takes place in something more akin to a moral assemblage, which 
consists of “diverse and often contradictory discourses as well as diverse 
and sometimes incompatible embodied moral dispositions” (Zigon 
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2013b: 202). This allows people to recognize “more possibilities for reso-
nance that permit individuals to comfortably live, reflect, and ethically 
work on themselves” (2013b: 202). In such an assemblage what counts as 
corruption at times overlaps with what is ethical, right, or perfect. Given 
this existing ethical complexity, how are the young men and women who 
are supposed to lead civil service trained for taking up positions in this 
uncertain and disorienting bureaucratic landscape? 

Training Elite Civil Servants

In order to answer this question, let us return to the elite civil serv-
ants who were trained at specialized institutes in the post-reformasi era. 
As we will see, rather than countering the potential for slippage in the 
particular moral-ethical assemblage of post-Suharto Kupangese bureau-
cracy, it reinforces it.

Recall that the Institute for Domestic Governance (Institut Pemerin-
tahan Dalam Negeri) or IPDN is the most prestigious civil service pre-
paratory institute in Indonesia. Located in the city of Bandung in Sume-
dang, West Java, it is situated in a cluster of other institutes for higher 
education that prepare cadres for civil service and integrated into the 
Institute for Governance (Institut Ilmu Pemerintahan) or IIP in Jakarta. 
Whereas most universities and other tertiary educational institutions 
churn out civil servants to be employed in lower-level bureaucracy with 
modest but still-present prospects for promotions, the IPDN trains civil 
servants for the elite bureaucracy, where the opportunities for upward 
mobility are greater. During their IPDN education, students spend four 
years at the secluded campus and are trained in the art of governance, 
as well as all the skills—and opportunities—necessary to move up in 
regional, provincial, and national bureaucracies.

The IPDN is rumored to be a violent institution. Occasionally, news-
papers publish stories about injuries and even deaths among the stu-
dents. For example, in 2003 several IPDN dropouts discussed the fre-
quent beatings they suffered from their seniors (Tempo 2003), and in 
January, 2011 a female student died from internal bleeding after being 
beaten in the stomach (Kompas 2011). Although the IPDN alumni in 
Kupang’s city-level government offices generally remained tight-lipped 
about these aspects of their IPDN past, Valentino would occasionally 
give in to my relentless inquiries about his training. One afternoon while 
we were hanging out on the front porch of the Kaho family home, he 
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showed me a video shot and edited by a fellow IPDN student that de-
picted outdoor exercise sessions.4

The video started off pleasantly enough with groups of young men 
and women in exercise outfits jogging, running up and down steps, and 
doing push-ups and sit-ups. These scenes were followed by others that 
depicted the same young men in rows, getting kicked or punched in the 
stomach one-by-one by what appeared to be their superiors, although 
it was unclear to me whether these superiors were senior students or 
institute staff. The camera then focused on a row of young men lined up 
at the top of a long flight of stairs. One superior ran up and forcefully 
kicked the first student in line, then the second, the third, and so forth. 
Unable to stay standing, the young men tripped backward and fell down 
the stairs, gasping and coughing. How did this seem like a suitable way 
of preparing aspiring civil servants whose most arduous tasks would con-
sist of sitting behind desks and processing documents?

Vigorous physical training has, of course, long formed a part of the 
IPDN curriculum. This is partly explained by the militaristic style of and 
close integration of the army in all parts and levels of the Indonesian 
state apparatus during the New Order regime (Bourchier 2015: 158–
160; Suryakusuma 1996). Pak Andre, who graduated from the IPDN’s 
forerunner, the STPDN in 1994, recalled that he had to join the army 
for two years as an “expert lieutenant” after having completed the class-
room part of his public administration degree. He told me that during 
his time, all students from prestigious tertiary educational institutes had 
to undergo some form of military training: students from Universitas 
Indonesia and the Bandung Institute of Technology, for example, also 
had to join the military as part of the proper preparation for their fu-
ture bureaucratic positions, despite having to do nothing more strenu-
ous than sitting behind a desk, participate in meetings, and check and 
approve letters. Although the IPDN’s current educational system is no 
longer based on an explicit military ideology, physical training is still a 
central component. The IPDN’s system, as explained on its website in 
the early 2010s, is based on what it calls the “central trinity” of: edu-
cation, the transfer of knowledge; training, the internalization of civil-
service values; and upbringing, the transfer of motor skills necessary for 
the execution of civil-service tasks. Civil-servant trainings thus exceed a 

4.	 In April 2007, Indonesia’s Metro TV News aired parts of this video. It con-
sequently made its rounds on the internet and attracted a score of outraged 
comments on YouTube (STPDN, 2007). 
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classroom exchange or transfer of information and continues to rely to a 
great extent on disciplining the body.

The importance of this physical discipline becomes clearer if we ex-
amine another context in which civil servants are trained: the Pendidikan 
dan Pelatihan Prajabatan, a civil-service course commonly called diklat.5 
Newly accepted civil servants who have been working in the offices for 
a year on a trial basis take this course to become full civil servants. Al-
though part of the course consists of classroom learning and lectures 
on governance, as I found out when I joined a few sessions in Kupang, 
much of diklat training explicitly targets the body. Learning how to 
march properly or how to hold one’s body in a specific manner, for in-
stance, creates a bodily disposition deemed necessary for civil servants. 
In the documentary, Performances of Authority, a drill instructor explains 
the purpose of these diklat marching drills: 

In marching, people have to obey commands. So later in their duty 
as civil servants, they will also be disciplined. They march in good or-
der, following commands. We are not trying to bring militarism into 
civil service. In fact, we just take from the UN philosophy to develop 
discipline and cooperation among the participants. This is not a mili-
tarization of civil service. 

According to the instructor, learning how to march properly is essen-
tial to becoming a well-disciplined and obedient civil servant; for those 
who can march in rhythm and follow commands will also execute office 
tasks properly, obediently, and cooperatively. 

Another scene from Performances of Authority, this one from a diklat 
held in the little western Indonesian island of Bintan, offers further in-
sights into the need for this discipline. The scene shows a trainee strug-
gling, through corrections and scolding on the part of a superior, to lead 
a roll call by having her fellow trainees repeat, after her, KORPI’s code 
of ethics:

We the members of the Civil Service Corps of the Republic of In-
donesia [trainees repeat] are people of faith [trainees repeat] and sub-
servient to the one God [trainees repeat], loyal and obedient to the 

5.	 Indonesian civil service is inundated with acronyms and abbreviations for 
positions, practices, and procedures. Diklat comes from the “dik” in pendidi-
kan (education) and the “lat” of pelatihan (training).
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unified state and government of the Republic of Indonesia [trainees 
repeat], prioritizing the interests of the state [trainees repeat] and so-
ciety [trainees repeat] above our personal or group interests [trainees 
repeat]. 

After the roll call and repetition of the ethics, the instructor steps 
towards a woman in the assembled row of trainees, one who had been 
seen lacking the proper posture of attention. He forces her to squat while 
everyone around her stands. He says:

Please heed this. When there is a command to stay in attention, 
stay in good attention. When you return to your own duties later, if 
you ask help from your colleagues, let alone your subordinates, what 
would you feel if they don’t obey you? Especially you, who are educa-
tors: if you don’t follow my command here, it will also happen to you 
at work. (Steijlen and Simandjuntak 2011)

Marching, order, rigor, and rigidity at attention all help instill an 
obedient disposition, part of what Zigon (2011b: 67, 69) calls the “em-
bodied dispositions” of these civil servants. Such dispositions or embod-
ied morality nevertheless appears to be without a clear connection to 
any particular institutional morality, be that of the right thing of Webe-
rian legal-rationality, the perfection of the New Order organicist family 
principle, or the ethical of a caring responsibility towards family. What 
ultimately matters is one’s allegiance to a greater good—whether sub-
servience to God or loyalty and obedience to the state—over one’s own 
private or group interests.6 This training to become a civil servant, in 
short, emphasizes the importance of loyalty and obedience for the sake 
of a greater good, but offers no clear escape from the dilemma elite civil 
servants such as Anderius, Valentino, or Budi face trying to balance the 

6.	 The subservience to “the one God” echoes the first of the five pillars (Pan-
casila) that form the founding philosophy of the Indonesian state. Although 
the vast majority of Indonesians are Muslim, the government also recog-
nizes Hinduism, Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism, and Confucian-
ism as part of the first pillar, which is the belief in one God. The IPDN, 
in line with the secularist basis of the state, does not single out specific 
religious values in its trainings. It does offer places of worship to students 
of diverse religious backgrounds, such as Christian students from Kupang. 
The importance of Indonesia’s unity, which is the third pillar, overrides its 
many internal differences, including religious ones.
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expectations of help and support from family members or office supe-
riors, with the demands and legal ramifications of anti-corruption and 
good governance. 

As a kind of extended diklat for Indonesia’s future bureaucratic elite, 
the IPDN also succeeds in delivering obedient, loyal civil servants. This, 
at least, is what Valentino took from his time at the IPDN. He remem-
bered, for instance, the times when senior students would wake him and 
members of his cohort in the middle of the night and make them run 
laps. Or when they had to stand in formation for hours in the pouring 
rain. Or when a senior student had them clean the toilet with a tooth-
brush when he found the toilet too dirty, and then made them all brush 
their teeth with it—he could still recall the taste of that rancid tooth-
brush. He smiled through these stories, never expressing any anger over 
the harsh or senseless treatment. Instead, he emphasized that although 
all his cohort members shared feelings of disgust at their communal 
punishments, they would also laugh together afterward and would cover 
up for one another’s missteps. To him, punishments were about experi-
encing a sense of togetherness and learning obedience, respect for in-
stitutional superiors, and discipline. Punishments such as these, he said, 
produced strong, long-lasting bonds of loyalty, camaraderie, and solidar-
ity among students and alumni. 

While the seemingly pointless and, at times, sadistic training meth-
ods employed at the IPDN were thought to successfully produce the 
valued embodied dispositions of loyalty, subordination, and obedience, 
there remains an uncertainty over to whom one is loyal. Is it one’s office 
Bapak? One’s actual father? Or the strictures of anti-corruption legisla-
tion? As a consequence, this successful disciplining into a rule-following 
disposition disconnected from any specific institutional morality does 
not offer civil servants any clarity on how to navigate the moral-ethical 
assemblage of post-reformasi Indonesian bureaucracy. Given the com-
plex entanglement of state and family in Kupang’s local state apparatus, 
and the centrality of the family principle in the Indonesian nation-state, 
civil servants are trapped in a real and persistent ethical dilemma. In 
other words, in a larger moral-ethical assemblage with overlapping and 
conflicting discourses and ideologies, the ethical disposition of obedi-
ence and loyalty based on the importance of following rules, facilitates 
the slippage of the right thing, the ethical, perfection, and corruption. It is 
perhaps no wonder that the latest move against corruption in the civil 
service—under the auspices of good governance—only adds another op-
portunity for slippage. Indeed, as we will see, good governance does not 
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clear up the ethical murkiness in which civil servants like Budi and Val-
entino try to stay afloat. It confuses things even further. 

What Does Good Mean?

Just as diklat trainers attempted to distance themselves from militaristic 
styles of civil service training by stating their faithful adherence to the 
UN philosophy, so too did the IPDN signal its move away from New 
Order governmental ideologies by embracing the post-reformasi valu-
ation of good governance. When I was reading the IPDN website in 
2014, it dedicated a special section to the principles of good governance, 
in which it claimed these principles to be an important part of the IP-
DN’s institutional aims. The section could have been translated directly 
from a World Bank publication, covering general topics such as public 
participation, upholding the rule of law, transparency, accountability, ef-
fectiveness, and efficiency.7 It also included an Indonesia-specific agen-
da to “realize good government,” which depicted Indonesia in a state of 
political, economic, and social turmoil all traced to a “less democratic” 
past. It argued that the way forward was through political, economic, 
and legal reforms “adapted to the real conditions of the nation at this 
time.” Indeed, according to the IPDN, good governance had become an 
integral part of public discourse in post-Suharto Indonesia:

Since the fall of the New Order and its replacement with the refor-
masi movement, the term Good governance has become so popular. 
On almost every occasion or important event related to governance, 
this term is not left out. Even in speeches, government officials use 
the above-mentioned words. In short, Good governance has become 
an increasingly popular discourse in society.

Whereas similar neoliberal catchwords such as transparency, efficiency, 
and accountability have been borrowed from English and phonologi-
cally adapted (transparansi, efisiensi, akuntabilitas), “good governance” 
remained untranslated. The text therefore strove to define it: “Even 
though the words Good governance are often mentioned . . . at various 
events and by various groups, the meaning of Good governance can differ 

7.	 These good-governance principles were on the IPDN’s website as of Au-
gust 1, 2014 but are no longer accessible. 
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from one [person, institution] to the next.” Among the various possible 
definitions, however, it specifically showcased the World Bank’s stress on 
responsibility, market efficiency, principles of democracy, prevention of 
corruption, and legal and political stimulation of business activity. From 
this it attempted a final, concise definition: “Good governance is . . . ‘the 
management of government that is good.’” If such a tautology were not 
enough, it further ventured: “The word ‘good’ here is intended as follow-
ing certain rules in accordance with the principles of Good governance.”

At this point it is probably unnecessary to point out that this equa-
tion of good with following rules is more than familiar to IPDN students 
and civil servants in general, and highlights again the nucleus of the 
dilemma. Following rules is, after all, what civil servants are taught to 
do, and matches the embodied dispositions of loyalty and obedience that 
civil service education so painstakingly develops. As a result, the idea of 
the good that neoliberal good governance ideology offers does not, in 
this case, lead to an unequivocal moral victory over corruption. Instead, 
it becomes incorporated into the entanglements of perfection, the ethical, 
and the right thing, which conflict and overlap in the wider moral-ethical 
bureaucratic assemblage that Kupang’s civil servants so anxiously try to 
navigate.8 

8.	 Daromir Rudnyckyj (2010) demonstrates such moral-ethical entangle-
ments and neoliberalism’s capacity to co-opt and transform existing val-
ues, in his analysis of how seemingly incompatible discourses of neoliberal 
capitalist ethics and Islam converge in trainings aimed at morally reforming 
Indonesian factory workers.
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chapter four

Poetics and Poiesis 

Public Secrets and Intimate Knowledge

One hot afternoon in early October, 2009, I found myself on the front 
porch of the Kaho family house with Tante Elsie. I was happy to have 
some time alone with her. Elsie had not been spending a lot of time 
in the house after her youngest son, Yongki, had graduated from high 
school and she no longer needed to get him up each morning for classes. 
She now spent most of her nights at the house she and her husband 
built in a nearby neighborhood. Elsie was frail looking and soft-spoken. 
Unlike her sisters, she hardly ever raised her voice or engaged in the 
quarrels that occasionally erupted in the house. She tended to keep her 
grievances to herself and rarely spoke about matters that troubled her. 
This afternoon, however, she wanted to talk. She wanted to talk about 
Yongki. After graduating high school, he had not started pursuing any 
higher education and his uncertain future weighed heavily on her. 

Finding steady employment in Kupang, Elsie reminded me, is no 
easy feat. It is even harder for those without a degree of some kind. Cer-
tainly, there are no job opportunities that come with the kind of financial 
certainty and perks (e.g., health insurance, a monthly rice allowance, and 
the possibility of credit) to be had with a position in the civil service. 
Elsie felt relieved that her two older children had managed to find steady 
jobs in the city-level and provincial civil service. Her daughter, Sinta, had 
recently started a post in the town of Nagakeo on the island of Flores, 
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and her eldest son, Valentino, had been working as the mayor’s aide for 
almost two years already. 

Still, examples of well-educated others who had not been this lucky 
abounded in the neighborhood. For instance, her daughter’s husband 
had been unable to find any kind of permanent position for years despite 
having a bachelor’s degree, which partly explained why Sinta’s uncles 
and aunts deemed him to be an undesirable husband. Prospects were 
even worse for those without any kind of university degree or diploma. 
Niko, for example, a twenty-something high school graduate, who lived 
down the road and often visited the house, had been trying to get a job 
for years but had not found anything permanent and was left taking odd 
jobs. With a permanent job, he would say, maybe his family could have 
some vegetables or meat instead eating plain rice with sambal for nights 
on end. Moreover, maybe his girlfriend’s mother would allow them to 
get married. 

Elsie herself was getting older and often thought about her chil-
dren’s futures without her; she desperately wanted them in secure jobs 
with financial stability. She wanted them to be somebody before she 
passed on. For his part, Yongki wanted to enroll in the local police 
academy, as evidenced by his enthusiastic exclamations while watching 
the civil servants in Kupang’s anniversary parade. Instead of focusing 
on the work, he mostly he fantasized about the perks—getting to ride 
motorcycles, wearing custom-made uniforms that would certainly at-
tract the gaze of the town’s young women, and finding possibilities for 
illicit moneymaking. Elsie was more concerned with the task of actu-
ally getting him accepted into the academy. A big impediment to that, 
as she explained to me, was that getting him into the academy “clean” 
seemed impossible. 

It was a public secret (rahasia umum) that, as with other schools, you 
had to pay to get into the police academy. It was a public secret insofar 
it fit the definition of “that which is generally known but cannot be spo-
ken” (Taussig 1999: 50) and pertained to “knowing what not to know, 
where not to look, what not to see” ( Jusionyte 2015: 129). According 
to Elsie, the current “entrance fee” was IDR 50 million ($4000). This 
fantastic sum was equivalent to the amount Elsie’s younger sister hoped 
to save for a once-in-a-lifetime, two-week holiday to Europe for her, her 
husband, and their daughter. It was exorbitant. Getting into the academy 
used to cost less, Elsie informed me. When her eldest son, Valentino, 
graduated from senior high school a few years earlier, the going rate had 
been only IDR 15 million ($1200). Without questioning the truth of 
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the public secret or the ethics of paying an informal entrance fee, Elsie 
tried to figure out how to compile such a large amount of money. As a 
civil servant, she could easily get a loan at the bank. She had done this 
before, for instance when building the house that she and her husband 
lived in and also when buying Yongki’s flashy Honda Tiger motorcycle. 
However, because she was only two years away from retirement, it was 
unlikely a bank would agree to a large enough loan. Perhaps, she mused, 
the police would accept Yongki’s motorcycle, which was worth at least 
IDR 25 million ($2000) and take the rest in cash. 

She knew there were risks to such transactions. Even if she could get 
the police to agree to this deal, there was always the possibility that they 
would accept the money but still not accept Yongki into the academy. A 
few years earlier, a friend of hers had paid a similar amount of money to 
an official at the local prosecutor’s office in order to get her daughter a 
position there, but the friend’s daughter never got in and the money was 
lost. I asked Elsie how she planned to prevent this from happening and 
she told me she would not pay anything in advance. Even if she handed 
over a mere IDR 5 million ($400) and lost it, she said, money is still 
money. Instead, she planned to give the promise of payment and then 
give them the cash only when Yongki was indeed accepted. She finally 
added, if it did not work, Yongki could always go to nursing school—af-
ter all, there are always sick people.

The assumption that entrance fees are necessary in order to gain ac-
cess to Indonesia’s civil service or other governmental or educational in-
stitutions is not new (Kristiansen and Ramli 2006). In a sense, the public 
secret of entrance fees is tied to the larger “distrust of official forms of 
veracity” that Indonesians feel, as well as their general suspicion they 
have regarding “the fundamental opacity of state authority” (Bubandt 
2009: 561, 575). To be sure, to some extent such opacity and secrecy is 
imperative to the successful functioning of the state. For instance, an 
intimate sociability, inside knowledge, familiarity, and informality, can 
smooth over the rusty workings of bureaucracy (Herzfeld 2016: 64), 
help stave off the worst potential effects of high modernist state plan-
ning (Scott 1998), and grease a successful functioning of bureaucratic 
organizations (Shore 2005). Dominic Boyer (2000) even goes so far as 
to suggest that the German Democratic Republic’s demise was because 
restrictions placed on this illicit zone of familiarity undid the smooth 
functioning of state apparatuses. 

Put another way, public secrets, according to Michael Taussig (1999), 
combine the clarity of an existence in clear view with the opacity of 
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concealment. This is what posed a particular problem for Elsie. In order 
to avoid, like her friend, paying money for access that was not forth-
coming, she needed to see what ought not to be seen, look at what should 
not be looked at, and acquire the know-how needed to navigate what 
is not truly known. Lacking that intimate knowledge necessary to con-
fidently pay police officials so as to get Yongki into their academy, El-
sie was adrift in the opaque space between public secret and intimate 
knowledge. 

In this chapter, we will attend to this opaque zone of familiarity and 
cultural intimacy. In particular, I want to address its (social) poetics, a 
concept I loosely borrow from Michael Herzfeld (2016) in order to 
name how civil servants and citizens both bend, brave, and manipulate 
understood social rules in interactions with each other. I then look at 
its productive capacity, or poiesis. By drawing on ethnographic cases of 
interactions between civil servants and citizens, I will tease out some as-
pects of the cultural intimacies, performative competencies, and mutual 
complicity that characterize the intimate knowledge necessary for a suc-
cessful navigation of this realm. It will become clear that the navigational 
poetics described not only bring into being novel forms of corruption, 
they also irrevocably taint perceptions of bureaucratic machinations in 
Kupang. In doing so, they reinforce the power of the public secret with-
out ever necessitating the question as to whether there is any actual ve-
racity to the secret. 

In the previous chapter, we examined the complexity of navigating 
the moral-ethical assemblage of post-reformasi bureaucracy in Kupang 
from the vantage point of civil servants. This chapter shifts its view to 
the perspective of citizens, who are often portrayed as victims of unscru-
pulous civil servants. While not entirely contradicting this portrait, we 
will see how the post-reformasi bureaucratic landscape poses challenges 
for the people of Kupang and civil servants alike. In that way it becomes 
a space of collaboration, or a mutual muddling through. Additionally, we 
will move from an emphasis on experiences to appearances, and contrast 
the opaque character of public secrets with the emphasis on transpar-
ency that has become so central to the project of anti-corruption. We ask 
how successful efforts that depend on transparency can be when public 
secrets thrive on the deceptiveness of appearances? How can Kupang 
ever seem clean when the public secret would seem to render it perpetu-
ally dirty? How can transparency clear up opacity in the space between 
public secrets and intimate knowledge, when that space is forever and 
irredeemably tainted? 
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Perceptions of Corruption

In Kupang, definitions of corruption centered on the public office model 
do not account for the complex entanglements of relationality, gift-giv-
ing, and an ethics of care and exchange that make it hard to pinpoint 
what exactly counts as corruption. In spite of this uncertainty, suspicions 
that Kupang was rife with corruption, especially when dealing with the 
many different parts and branches of the state apparatus, were wide-
spread. Everybody in Kupang knew that KKN was part of dealing with 
civil servants in particular and the government generally. To the degree 
that KKN was a public secret, it was less secret than it was public, which 
is something I became aware of well before commencing my own field-
work in Kupang. 

Before my first visit to Kupang, I had learned that it was necessary to 
approach offices of the Indonesian government with some apprehension. 
In language classes in Yogyakarta, Java, I translated newspaper articles 
about corruption in the Indonesian police, judiciary, and even the most 
prominent anti-corruption body, the KPK. Reading about the Suharto 
family taught me about graft, collusion, and nepotism on an unimagi-
nable scale. Documentary films showed me the pervasiveness of KKN 
in everyday dealings with the state, state representatives, and others in 
positions of authority. When I finally arrived in Kupang, knowing out-
siders almost never had success dealing with local bureaucracies—which 
I nonetheless had to do for reasons related to my research—I soaked up 
the advice, insights, and common knowledge of locals about how to deal 
with bureaucrats. 

For example, instead of taking the official driver’s test to get a lo-
cal driver’s license, I was told to give some money and a passport-size 
photo to one of the young policemen who played cards on the front 
porch of the Kaho family house. Some of that money would be used to 
pay the required fee, some of it would go to the civil servant in charge 
of preparing my license, some more would go to higher ups, and what 
was left the young policeman would keep. However, when I went to get 
my motorcycle ownership papers—with the help of a savvy broker who 
helped clients at the Department of Motor Vehicles obtain the necessary 
paperwork—my Tante Ina, who had accompanied me, expressly forbade 
me from offering him any thank-you money. This broker, she told me, 
was like family. It would be insulting to give him something extra. Then, 
when it was time to proudly ride my moped through Kupang, people 
told me I should be sure to carry around extra cash on those days at the 
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end of the month known as tanggal tua (“old dates”) when, several times 
a year, police officers who were bound to have already spent most of their 
monthly paycheck would set up ad hoc checkpoints in order to check 
all vehicles for proper registration—if anything was out of order, there 
could be a fine, or perhaps, money given directly to the officer. Those 
first months in Kupang were an education in the nuances of exchange 
and degrees of familiarity understood as necessary to work through the 
public secret of KKN. 

Interestingly, in all this, the truth of the public secret of KKN was 
never questioned. Why question it, after all, when Transparency Interna-
tional bestowed the unenviable title of “Indonesia’s Most Corrupt City” 
on Kupang (Melayu 2009) in 2008, the year during which I did the 
bulk of my research? Existing critiques of Transparency International’s 
corruption indices gives us reason to be at least somewhat suspicious 
of those things everyone knows but refrains from speaking about. One 
of Transparency International’s better-known indices is the Corruption 
Perceptions Index. However, as various anthropologists have pointed out 
(Harrison 2006: 674; Parry 2000: 53), perceptions of corruption do not 
necessarily correspond to the actual incidence of corruption and can, in 
fact, give a vastly incorrect and exaggerated impression of existing prac-
tices. In a place like Kupang, the publication of the index merely worked 
to strengthen rather than interrogate the public secret of KKN. The only 
questions it likely provokes are those of a practical nature, such as the 
one Elsie was mulling over: how does one approach and handle bureau-
cratic gatekeepers in such a way that one gets what one wants without 
being taken advantage of?

Poetics

These practical questions go beyond giving bribes as a blunt economic 
transaction but point to the “performative competence” (Gupta 1995: 
381) one needs to navigate between a public secret and intimate knowl-
edge; or, to borrow an expression from Deborah Reed-Danahay (1993: 
224), they point to the necessary skills of débrouiller. By débrouiller or dé-
brouillardise, she refers to the cunning ability of French villagers in deal-
ing with the state. Brouillard means fog, hence débrouiller means “getting 
out of the fog,” or what Reed-Danahay defines as shrewdly making out 
or making do. Rooted in the local social valuation of protecting insiders, 
such as family and friends, and exploiting outsiders (most notably the 
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state and its representatives), this shrewdness comes out in efforts to ma-
nipulate insider-outsider boundaries for one’s own gain. Such performa-
tive competence requires skill, creativity, and an ability to improvise ac-
cording to context. For the on-the-ground kaleidoscopic reality of what 
Akhil Gupta (2012) characterizes as a “refracted” state, people’s intimate 
knowledge of how to “make out” when dealing with a local government 
office or the Department for Motor Vehicles might be insufficient when 
dealing with other departments, bodies, and offices. 

For example, the Immigration Office where I had to apply for a visa 
extension each month was a place where no one could offer me advice on 
how to get out of the fog. The office held a particularly disreputable posi-
tion in a local bureaucratic landscape described by degrees of wetness—
“wet places” (tempat basah) were departments known for higher levels of 
KKN. Wet places are often departments, such as Public Works or Social 
Services, where large amounts of money circulate and where there is 
ample opportunity for the personal enrichment of the civil servants. The 
Immigration Office’s notorious reputation came from people who were 
both inexperienced in getting through the fog, and particularly vulner-
able to exploitation. 

Those who must contend with the Immigration Office are vulnerable 
because it is the only place to obtain the formal documents necessary 
for a range of crucial, legal statuses, from maintaining legal residency, 
undertaking international travel, or working abroad as a domestic serv-
ant. However, as my coworkers at the mayor’s warned me when it came 
time to renew my visa the first time, getting one’s documents required 
an investment of time and money. I was told to bring plenty of cash. 
Someone scribbled down the phone number of an influential uncle who 
might be able to help me out when in need. So, certain about the veracity 
of the public secret of needing to rely on KKN but lacking any intimate 
knowledge beyond the general usefulness of acquaintances and money, 
I headed over to the Immigration Office to extend my visa for the first 
time.

A friend who acted as my local sponsor accompanied me.1 There 
were initial difficulties raised by a low-level official, which I chalked 

1.	 Daniel Jordan Smith (2018) offers an important account of the ways in 
which our writings about corruption can adversely affect our interlocutors, 
who are so often incredibly generous with their time and assistance. To safe-
guard the anonymity of a dear friend in my recounting of this adventure, I 
prefer to use them/they pronouns and simply refer to them as “my friend.”
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up to their attempt to make some extra money off our interaction—an 
interpretation which was undoubtedly prejudiced by all the warnings I 
had received about this wet place. When my friend discovered that their 
former neighbor, who was “like family” to them, worked in the depart-
ment, everything became much smoother. Each month thereafter we’d 
give him my passport and he returned it to us with the requisite stamps 
and signatures a few hours later. As I had learned from my interactions 
with the middleman at the Department of Motor Vehicles, since our 
friend at Immigration was like family, I did not need to pay any extra 
money. A bottle of Black Label Jack Daniels bought in Bali sufficed as 
a thank you. 

This routine worked smoothly for three months. During the fourth 
extension I ran into unexpected difficulties. After having given my visa 
extension forms and sponsor’s letter of support to their former neighbor 
as usual, we left the office to get some lunch, confident that we would 
once again be able to pick up my passport with a new stamp afterwards. 
During lunch, however, my friend got a phone call from that former 
neighbor. An office superior had noticed that the institution that ini-
tially sponsored my visa was not the sponsor for my extensions. We had 
to come to the office immediately. Once at the office, a stern young of-
ficial, whose darker colored uniform indicated her upper-echelon status, 
came out of her office somewhere behind the row of ticket windows 
to tell us there was a problem with my visa. She told us to sit on the 
wooden benches in the waiting area while they tried to sort it out. It 
was around noon and getting uncomfortably hot. Then, as happened 
regularly in Kupang, the electricity went off. The temperature in the 
stifling office went up and the clock kept ticking. My friend and I grew 
increasingly anxious. Was there really something wrong or was this a 
ploy to extract some money? Were they keeping us waiting this long on 
purpose to heighten our anxiety and increase our willingness to comply 
with whatever potentially illicit scheme they were planning? Should 
I call my coworker’s uncle, whose phone number I had stashed away 
somewhere? Did I have enough cash on hand for whatever might be 
asked of me? 

After waiting for over an hour, the immigration official called us into 
a small room in the back where a handful of civil servants were work-
ing on piles of files and documents that were spread out across a few 
wooden desks. She informed us curtly that we both potentially faced 
time in prison since we were guilty of trying to extend a visa under 
false pretenses. Perhaps feeling me tense up, my friend whispered to 
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me that I should stay quiet and polite and let them do the talking. I let 
them talk. They explained, offered pleas, cajoled. They told the official 
that I did not mean any harm and that because the visa procedure is so 
hard to understand, especially for foreigners, it was an innocent mistake. 
My friend seemed to sway the stern young woman, because she asked 
me for passport photos and my fingerprints and said that perhaps they 
could work something out with the office in Jakarta. We should come 
back tomorrow. When we got up to leave, a male civil servant—a low–
level one judging from the khaki color of his uniform—leaned over to 
my friend and whispered something in their ear. My friend stopped, 
looked around hesitatingly and pulled me aside: “I think they want 
some money.” My friend later told me the civil servant had not explic-
itly asked for money but merely hinted that a thank you would be ap-
preciated. I replied, “All right, but how much?” My friend leaned over to 
the civil servant and whispered “how much?” They did not get an answer 
they understood. They asked it a few more times but the civil servant, 
instead of answering, looked away and gave no indication that he had 
heard anything. Asking directly, apparently, is not part of a performance 
that includes that which should not be mentioned. Public secrets might 
be hinted at, approached obliquely, or mentioned in euphemistic terms. 
Finally, my friend pulled out a pen, wrote something on the inside of 
their hand and held their palm up to the civil servant. The man nod-
ded. My friend had written down: IDR 100,000. “Tanggal tua,” they 
mouthed apologetically to me. The immigration official told us to come 
back the next day. 

When we returned to the office, the upper-echelon official’s demea-
nor had reversed. Where the day before she had been strict, authoritative, 
and far from polite, she was now helpful, accommodating, ingratiating, 
especially to my friend. She chatted, touched their arm, giggled, and was 
extremely friendly. My friend easily reciprocated the smiles and flattery 
and behaved with markedly more confidence around her. She invited us 
back into the small room in the back. There she asked us to please sit 
down and offered us coffee, which she herself would get for us. Did we 
want milk? Sugar? What a difference a day made.

What had happened? While the official had left the office to get us 
coffee, my friend explained to me that after our ordeal on the previous 
day, the official had found out that my friend was her senior in GMNI 
(Gerakan Mahasiswa Nasional Indonesia, the Indonesian National Stu-
dent Movement). She had called my friend the night before and said she 
felt tidak enak (not right/good) about her treatment of a GMNI senior. 
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What had apparently transpired was that the official had been unaware 
of the existing relationship of mutuality between herself and my friend 
and the seniority they had over her in that relationship. Instead of “mud-
dling along” as two insiders in mutually complicit and illicit familiarity, 
she mistook my friend for an outsider to cunningly exploit by using her 
official position and the real threat of legal repercussions. Realizing now 
that the insider-outsider boundaries had shifted, that she and my friend 
had been on the same side all along and that, in fact, she owed them loy-
alty due to their junior-senior relationship in GMNI, she now vowed to 
help conceal from higher-level exposure what turned out the be a serious 
legal problem with my visa. 

As she explained, I had obtained my visa with a sponsorship from an 
Indonesian university. Officially, this university had to provide me with 
sponsor letters with every visa extension. Instead, and not knowing we 
did something wrong, my friend wrote these sponsor letters for me. Of-
ficially, an immigration official would have noticed this discrepancy in 
sponsorship at my very first extension appointment and alerted me to 
this mistake. The immigration official handling my case, however, was 
like family to my friend and smoothed over the inconsistencies. After all, 
helping out family members is customary. Whether his superior, who 
initially intervened, was simply fulfilling her professional duties or see-
ing an opportunity for enrichment on a tanggal tua, or both, she notified 
us of the problem while at least pretending to be able to keep it hidden 
from legal repercussions from a higher level—for a small token of appre-
ciation negotiated in that sweaty backroom of the Immigration Office. 
When she found out that my friend was her GMNI senior, however, she 
did her best to cover up the visible discrepancies in sponsorship on my 
passport as well as the extension forms. Unfortunately, later that day she 
told us that she could not cover up the sponsorship discrepancy because 
all visa extension information is computerized, stored in national data-
bases, and subject to occasional checks from higher-ups. If she would 
continue, she said, she might be liable for official misconduct. The only 
stamp I received in my passport that day was one that stated I had seven 
days to leave Indonesia.

This experience in social poetics, or débrouillardise, shows the shifting 
character of the insider-outsider boundaries in this space between the 
public secret and the intimate knowledge necessary to understand the 
process fully. Within this space, civil servants and clients are not neces-
sarily positioned on opposite sides of boundaries. Instead, these bounda-
ries, and who counts as insider or outsider, can shift as various bonds 



Poetics and Poiesis 

129

of mutuality and exchange potentially rearrange dynamics of complicity 
and collaboration.2 Furthermore, the poetics necessary to make it out of 
the fog are at their most effective as long as they stay within the admin-
istrative confines of Kupang. Once exposed to the glare of higher-level 
scrutiny, the fogginess so conducive to play and manipulation dissolves. 
Any illicit cover-ups at the local level leave traces in national databases 
that could cost civil servants if their actions are discovered. Public secrets 
lose their locally productive, opaque ambiguity when exposed to the cer-
tainty of the public record. 

Yet, the fact that the law caught up with what amounted to an illicit 
visa extension process, with which bureaucratic insiders cooperated, did 
not diminish the persuasiveness of the public secret that KKN is neces-
sary to get things done. When I told coworkers and Kaho family mem-
bers about my predicament, they were quick to weave my experience 
into the existing discursive tapestry of KKN and the typical exploitations 
of civil servants. The civil servants took my money and then kicked me 
out of the country. The civil servants failed to do their jobs because they 
wanted to take advantage of somebody. No one pointed out that a reli-
ance on the informal ethics of care and exchange had actually kept me 
in the country for far longer than was legally permitted, if unbeknownst 
to me and my friend. No one dwelled on the fact that my deportation 
could, in fact, be considered as a victory of the rule of law over KKN. The 
public character of the public secret, that everybody knows what ought 
not to be known, ensures that no one doubts its veracity. Doubts only 
come into play when figuring out how to navigate the public secret and 
intimate knowledge, adding the use of dates, money, and connections on 
the inside to one’s repertoire of performance. Even when legality catches 
up with illegality, such as happened in the case of my visa, the persua-
siveness of the public secret colors people’s interpretation of events, so 
that even a potential story of the victory of the rule of law becomes yet 
another example of the irrevocably murky space between civil servants 

2.	 Michael Herzfeld (2005) notes this when he critiques James C. Scott’s 
(1998) analysis of high-modernist planning and the failure to grasp that 
bureaucrats are eager to “muddle along with their clients” (Herzfeld 2005: 
372). If, for Scott, bureaucrats remain representative and executors of the 
state’s high-modernist visions, and for Reed-Danahay (1996) they remain 
outsiders to be cunningly exploited, for Herzfeld they are complicit in con-
tinuing the dirty secret of the state that it needs some degree of illicit fa-
miliarity to function. 
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and citizens. In this forever tainted space, how can one ever prove or 
perform cleanliness? 

Performing Cleanliness

Given all of this, getting in “clean,” as Elsie called it, is a near impos-
sibility, and she did not mind doing what was necessary to help Yongki 
get into the police academy. Working on the widespread assumptions 
built into the public secret—that one needs to engage in KKN to gain 
access to government offices, institutions, and services—she figured that 
everyone got at least a little dirty when trying to secure their children’s 
futures. This acceptance of taking part in bribery and collusion on behalf 
of Yongki contrasted, however, with her devotion to the appearance of 
cleanliness when it came to her daughter, Sinta, who had applied for a 
job a year or so earlier. 

Shortly after obtaining her bachelor’s degree in international rela-
tions in Yogyakarta, Sinta was anxiously looking for steady employment. 
Unbeknownst to her parents, Sinta had therefore applied for a job at 
the local branch of the national radio station Radio Republik Indonesia 
(RRI) where, coincidentally, her father had been working for many years. 
When Elsie found out, she worried about the possibility of Sinta get-
ting accepted. Would people think she got in by using her connections? 
If people suspected that Sinta had used family to get the position would 
she be tainted? Even in a context where everyone knows it’s impossible 
to get in clean, some ways of getting dirty are apparently more accept-
able than others. We thus anxiously followed Sinta’s progression over the 
various hurdles of the application process, unable to know definitively 
what, if anything, beyond her qualifications was helping her advance to-
ward a job with the RRI. 

Sinta had previously told me about her intention to apply for the 
position at RRI when we were catching up on each other’s days before 
going to sleep in the bed we shared. When the station advertised posi-
tions for broadcasters, Sinta had applied. She was one of eighty-nine 
who applied for six positions. She explained the steps of the applica-
tion process. First, an administrative selection would take place, during 
which candidates who lacked the appropriate educational background 
and degrees would be dismissed. After this first culling of the applicant 
pool, those still being considered had to take both a general knowledge 
and an English language test. Those with the highest test scores would 
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be invited for an interview. Finally, RRI’s head would decide who to hire. 
Sinta doubted whether those with the highest test scores would get the 
job. Drawing an unfavorable comparison with the supposed cleaner hir-
ing procedures in Java, she said:

In Kupang, we never see the test scores on the lists with names of 
those who get in. In Java, you always read the applicant’s number, 
name, and test score. Here it is just the number and name. That, Silvy, 
is KKN, never putting in the test score because if “stupid” gets picked 
it is clear that there is KKN. If you don’t see the test score no one can 
complain.

Sinta mostly relied on hearsay and on what friends and acquaint-
ances had told her about hiring procedures. In other words, she relied 
on the veracity of the public secret. While Sinta had only recently joined 
the ranks of highly educated job-seekers, many of her friends had more 
experience with the disappointing drudgery of applying for elusive civil 
service positions. Along with hundreds of other eager applicants, they 
had repeatedly submitted their applications whenever an office, agency, 
or department advertised a handful of vacancies in local newspapers or 
on the radio. They told Sinta about the behind-the-scenes procedures 
in Kupang that created those acceptance lists without test scores. The 
Kupang habit of not including the test scores alongside the names of the 
new hires, which Sinta assured me did not happen in Java, suggested to 
them that informal means, rather than formal rules, decided outcomes. 
For how else could they explain stupid being selected over them with 
their qualifications, again and again? 

The civil servants involved in hiring give a different account of how 
formal procedures and informal means shape the process. Few contested 
that some forms of informal favoring happen within the offices: being 
close to influential people might help one get transferred more easily or 
speed up access to a kartu istri/suami (the identification card that entitles 
spouses of civil servants to health insurance and pension). Then there was 
the post-election practice of rewarding one’s political supporters in the 
civil service with plum positions in the bureaucracy. Most civil servants 
I spoke with, however, doubted it was possible to bypass formal testing 
results during hiring, especially since the implementation of the Civil 
Service Testing Procedure. Furthermore, a hiring procedure for new civil 
servants in 2008 displayed no trace of the separation of test scores and 
names that Sinta found so suspicious in Kupang. In fact, the department 
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posted a list containing both names and test scores to the outside door 
for applicants to see who was hired. Sinta simply shrugged in response to 
this information. She was not convinced by my attempt to question her 
presumption of hidden KKN in hiring practices, just as it would prob-
ably fail to convince other perpetually disappointed job-seekers. Indeed, 
lists with test scores do little to dispel the persuasiveness of the public 
secret. Stories of money lost on failed attempts to buy access into the 
police academy or prosecutor’s office similarly do not tear at the persua-
siveness of the public secret.

Sinta’s assessment of her chances of getting the RRI job was that, 
regardless of how well or poorly one did on the tests, it was ultimately 
the boss’ decision and she wondered how her father’s relationship with 
his boss might influence her chances of getting the position. This was her 
mother’s fear. Her father and his boss had been friendly for years. They 
exchanged news about their children and occasionally attended each 
other’s family parties. Unfortunately, as Sinta found out when meeting 
her fellow applicants while signing up, the parents of several other ap-
plicants also worked at RRI. Perhaps, her connections would not give her 
as much of an advantage as she had hoped. She therefore proposed to 
her parents that they offer the boss some money. Her father vehemently 
opposed this suggestion. 

Sinta eventually agreed that this was probably for the best. Relaying 
the same incident her mother would tell me about a year later, she told 
me of a friend’s mother who had failed in attempting to pay an official in 
the prosecutor’s office for her daughter’s acceptance. And about another 
friend who did get a position there without paying at all. Not knowing 
what to make of this and feeling ill at home in the opaque space between 
public secret and intimate knowledge, where the supposed certainties 
of money and connections suddenly seemed less reliable, Sinta endeav-
ored to prepare for the tests. We both spent the following afternoons 
and nights brushing up on our knowledge of Indonesian history; former 
heads of state, province, and city, as well as practicing potential interview 
questions in English. 

A few weeks later, as we were getting ready for a family party, Sinta 
told me she had passed all the RRI tests and was accepted as a broadcast-
er. Out of the initial eighty-nine applicants, four young women had been 
accepted as broadcasters and two young men as operators. A list with the 
names of applicants and their test scores had been made public. Sinta 
had passed the final test with the highest score. Not quite convinced that 
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the published test scores reflected actual test scores, she initially thought 
that her father had, after all, put in a good word with his boss despite 
his initial objections. He assured her he had not. Perhaps, Sinta specu-
lated, connections on the inside had not mattered that much in this case. 
Another applicant’s failure to pass the tests even though her mother 
held a high position at RRI supported Sinta’s supposition. What all new 
hires seemed to have in common was a fairly good grasp of English. 
Some of them had studied in Australia and others simply spoke English 
quite well. Because of Elsie’s insistence that Sinta and her brothers take 
private English lessons, as we read about in the previous chapter, Sinta 
herself was also remarkably fluent in English. She also thought the hours 
spent practicing answers to potential interview questions had prepared 
her well for the interview. As far as Sinta could tell, and contrary to the 
seductive persuasiveness of the public secret that demands all access to 
civil service requires getting somewhat dirty in some way, she had gotten 
in clean. 

Still, when Elsie overheard our conversation and Sinta’s surprising 
conclusion that she must have gotten her job on her own, she urged me 
to visit Sinta at her new job: “Speak English with Sinta, so her work 
friends can see that she got accepted because of her English, not because 
of her father.” Elsie worried that even though Sinta was now convinced 
of her cleanliness, others might still suspect dirty dealings. In order to 
refute such suspicions and prove her fair acceptance, Sinta should put 
some effort in performing her cleanliness by demonstrating her English 
fluency in conversations with me. 

The pervasiveness of corruption discourses and the certainty of the 
public secret means that no civil servant is exempt from suspicions 
of being corrupt. Even when legality seems to win over informal fa-
miliarity, as with the example of my visa example; or when disclosure 
counters assertions of concealment, as when lists report test scores 
along with names; or when merit seems to facilitate access more than 
connections, as in Sinta’s RRI position—the public secret does not 
lose power or conviction. What one sees might always turn out to be 
deceptive. As we saw in previous chapters with the donation books at 
family parties, donation envelopes at weddings, and the charity box in 
the village-head office, performing cleanliness is an impossible task. 
As we will see, however, this irrevocable murkiness also opens the pos-
sibility for new forms of corruption and is, therefore, unexpectedly 
productive.
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Camouflage

Recall that Elsie was certain of the public secret of needing to pay for 
Yongki’s acceptance into the police academy. She was also uncertain 
about how to do it. This created constant worry. For others, in contrast, 
the certainty of the public secret of necessary KKN and people’s unfa-
miliarity with the intimate knowledge needed to successfully engage in 
it offered opportunities. During the months I spent there, the Depart-
ment of Human Resources was going through the process of hiring new 
staff members and some civil servants told me about a scheme they had 
managed to pull off a few times when city-level government had ac-
cepted new hires. The Department of Human Resources is responsible, 
among other things, for entering the names of the newly accepted civil 
servants into the database that contains the names and background in-
formation of all temporary and full civil servants. 

One day, I was talking with some staff members who were tasked 
with the fairly tedious chores of typing out a list with the names and 
background information of the new hires so they could be uploaded 
into a database, and composing letters informing the new hires that 
they had been accepted into the civil service as trainees. Such clerical 
tasks are typically performed by those at the lowest rungs of the office 
hierarchy. Indeed, the handful of young men clustered around the of-
fice computer working on the list and letters wore the tell-tale khaki 
of lower-level employment. Although they did not have any kind of 
influence over hiring decisions, they were in possession of the contact 
information of all new hires. During previous rounds of hiring they had, 
therefore, waited until everyone else in the office had gone home and 
then made phone calls to the newly accepted civil servants. They would 
tell them, or their parents, that they were very close to being hired and 
that, in fact, their names could be entered into the database if only they 
would be willing to give some money to a certain person at a certain 
time at a certain location. To their great hilarity, the applicants or par-
ents never questioned the validity of the claim that they held any power 
and invariably paid. 

These civil servants were able to pull off this scheme by drawing on 
the accepted veracity of the public secret, the desirability of the jobs, and 
most people’s lack of performative competence on how to successfully 
navigate the murky space between public secret and intimate knowledge. 
In other words, they exploited bureaucratic outsiders by making (false) 
claims of possessing state authority, creatively sampling from a wide 
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array of moral, legal, aesthetic, and performative realms. What these civil 
servants, in effect, did was deploy the cultural logics of camouflage. 

Ieva Jusionyte (2015) introduces the notion of camouflage to capture 
a mode of statecraft that is deeply intertwined morally, aesthetically, and 
pragmatically with criminality in the tri-border area of Brazil, Argen-
tina, and Paraguay. In this area, some retired Argentinian firefighters had 
been trafficking narcotics by concealing them in a counterfeit ambulance 
containing a fake patient while pretending to respond to emergencies. 
Their success depended on a simulation of state-sanctioned action. The 
ability to cover up their illegal activities, then, depended on the idea of 
camouflage, or on “the use of one symbolic and material order to protect 
another one from being recognized by blurring the boundaries between 
the two” ( Jusionyte 2015: 115). 

The civil servants at the Department of Human Resources similarly 
blurred the boundaries between the realms of law and criminality by 
donning the political authority of the state in order to solicit bribes. Still, 
there are important differences between Jusionyte’s firefighters, who out 
on the mask of state authority to facilitate their trafficking operation, and 
the Kupang civil servants, who are actual state agents. The civil servants 
camouflage their true position by cloaking themselves in official author-
ity, a disguise greatly bolstered by the certainty of the public secret. They 
cunningly operated within the opaque realm between public secret and 
intimate knowledge. They did not so much use the symbolic and mate-
rial means of one order to protect another from being detected—say 
that of the state to protect KKN—as they used the already accepted and 
known fact that these realms are intertwined (Bubandt 2009). Although 
the new hires did not have to pay to enter the database, and KKN was 
completely unnecessary, the strength of the public secret ensured that 
KKN would occur. As we will see in the next chapter, such creative pos-
sibilities for new forms of KKN abound because of the new good gov-
ernance ideals and demands for transparency.

Transparency, Truth, and the Play of Unconcealment and 
Concealment

Let us return to the question that no one in Kupang seemed to ask: how 
much truth is there to the public secret that KKN is necessary for access 
to institutions? Do you have to pay to get your child into college? Do you 
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have to know people on the inside to get a civil service position? Martin 
Heidegger (1998) offers a concept of truth that is relevant here, one he 
traces from the Greek alethia and then translates as unconcealment. In 
this definition, truth is a play of presence from absence, of disclosure 
from enclosure, and hence, of unconcealment from concealment. Truth-
as-unconcealment has less to do with correspondence to a state of affairs 
and more with what emerges from opacity. In the context of Kupang, it 
is what emerges from the opaque and foggy space between public secret 
and intimate knowledge. In a similar vein, when it comes to unconceal-
ment in relation to public secrets, Taussig, drawing on Walter Benjamin, 
distinguishes revelation, which points to the slow unmasking of what is 
hidden at the heart of the public secret, thereby strengthening it, from 
exposure which threatens to destroy that secret (Taussig 1999: 2–3). The 
task and life force of the public secret is “to maintain that verge where 
the secret is not destroyed through exposure, but subject to a quite dif-
ferent sort of revelation that does justice to it” (1999: 3). 

This threshold is very strong in Kupang, where the great preoccupa-
tion with uncovering the secret of the secret—the know-how needed to 
successfully navigate that which is known but cannot be spoken of—
overshadows any imaginable exposure of the possibility that there might 
be nothing to the public secret. Therefore, the legality of my eviction 
from Indonesia, the attachment of names to test scores, or the lack of 
reciprocation after offering an entrance fee, fail to break the spell of the 
public secret. Instead, these give even more power to and perpetuate the 
public secret by revealing that, indeed, money, connections, and tanggal 
tua are what really matter. In this constant oscillation between exposure 
and revelation, what emerges from the fog as truth is ever-changing. 

This unstable understanding of truth as a balance between conceal-
ment and unconcealment complicates anti-corruption efforts. The good 
governance version of unconcealment is captured by its focus on trans-
parency, which assumes an uncomplicated convergence between visibil-
ity and proof. However, the promotion of transparency in international 
development and financial institutions has not been free from suspicion 
and conspiracy. As Todd Sanders and Harry G. West (2003) argue, the 
post-Cold War rise in the popularity and use of the concept of trans-
parency went hand-in-hand with a proliferation of conspiracy theories 
and occult cosmologies.3 Proclamations of openness, transparency, and 

3.	 Examples of this are the increased skepticism of globalism and elites in 
the United States, including the invigoration of the militia movement 
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holding power accountable left many people around the world suspi-
cious of the workings of power. This is certainly true in Indonesia, where 
the exertion of power is often shrouded and the political imaginary is 
infused with fantasies of unidentifiable enemies within the body politic 
(Siegel 1998). Specters of ghosts, unseen threats, and an accompany-
ing “hyperhermeneutic” need to unravel and interpret invisible power 
dynamics were part and parcel of Suharto’s New Order (Spyer 2002). 
Indeed, post-reformasi democratization has been accompanied by an 
emergence of sorcery and the occult in informal politics (Bubandt 2006; 
Strassler 2010). 

Transparency and its assumptions of clear and causal connections be-
tween appearances and the good make even less sense in Kupang, where 
what is seen can turn out to be deceptive, and what is clean perceived as 
irredeemably tainted. This does not mean that what emerges as truth in 
the opaque space between public secret and intimate knowledge cannot 
coincide with the truth as understood in transparency, but simply there 
are many other possible truths as well. As we will see in the next chapter, 
civil servants in post-reformasi Kupang regularly face the important task 
of ensuring that the truth that emerges from their bureaucratic practices 
is one that proves their compliance with anti-corruption regulations.

throughout the country (Sanders and West 2003: 2–3); the rebirth of spirit 
mediumship in South Korea (Kendall 2003); and the suspicion among the 
Nigerian poor that the discourse of transparency is used to cover over the 
hidden unsavory, supernatural, and exploitative acts that distribute eco-
nomic prosperity unevenly and incomprehensibly (Bastian 2003). 
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chapter five

Reading the Bidding Books

Adherence to Form in the Age of Transparency

In the fall of 2008, the Department of Public Works in Kupang held a 
public auction for construction contracts, an elaborate process known as 
a tender. When I interviewed contractors who were planning to submit 
bids and thus compete for city business, they lamented the discrepancy 
between what the project committees ought to consider when judging 
their proposals—experience, financial backing, personnel, etc.—and the 
small administrative mistakes that would be used to reject many propos-
als. One said:

Because they [Public Works committee] think we have mistakes [in 
our administrative package], we cannot enter the tender. Because of 
matters that are actually small. Even though we have good experience 
in the field, we have the financial ability, and we have the personnel, 
we cannot enter. They prioritize the documentation more. We might 
as well throw our good proposal out the window since surely we will 
lose. 

This contractor wanted the actual content of his proposal to take pri-
ority in the consideration of his bid. Yet it appeared to him that the 
technical details of his application, its mere form, weighed heavier on 
the minds of the committee. While this preoccupation with adherence 
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to form characterized the bidding processes during the 2008 tender 
more generally, the overt focus on the form of rules, regulations, and 
procedures did not mean these were necessarily the basis of the contracts 
awarded. Despite an apparent adherence to rules and regulations, it was, 
rather, good relations, lobbying, and commitment that ultimately mat-
tered more when it came to whose bids were selected. 

The contractor’s complaint repeats what by this point is a familiar re-
frain: in the post-reformasi era of good governance, corruption continued 
to proliferate in Kupang. It also brings to mind the suspicions voiced by 
the young elite civil servants from chapter three, Budi and Valentino, 
who understood that professional success was determined more by rela-
tions than merit. There is, however, something new in the contractor’s 
concerns about the state of their documents—namely the problematic 
role played by visual and material proof in ascertaining the presence or 
absence of corruption. While the previous chapters offered ethical and 
experiential analyses of the unintended and sometimes contradictory ef-
fects of anti-corruption efforts in the complex and opaque moral-ethical 
assemblic context of Kupang, we now turn to the question of how civil 
servants and other Kupangese attempt to get out of this ethical and ex-
periential limbo, and manage to live with the project of anti-corruption 
in ways that might, nevertheless, contradict its aims. We will focus on 
how they engage with the governmental virtue of transparency, which 
forms a central part of anti-corruption efforts inspired by the ideals of 
good governance. In doing so, the project of anti-corruption itself of-
fers the very tools for its failure via the naïve trust it asks one to place in 
transparency. 

Along with buzzwords like accountability and efficiency, the goal of 
transparency has become an indissoluble corollary of—if not a term 
synonymous with—good governance (Sanders and West 2003: 1). As 
Karen Strassler (2020) beautifully demonstrates, the “dream of trans-
parency” and its promise of political freedom captured the post-refor-
masi Indonesian popular imaginary as it assumes a certain uncompli-
cated ease and fidelity to the truth of perception. For governments to 
be transparent, or to appear as such, their machinations ought to be 
available to public scrutiny. That way the corruption that would have 
been rampant with conditions of obscurity become easy to perceive, 
prosecute, and punish, or so the logic runs. However, this idea of trans-
parency assumes a steadfast connection between representation and re-
ality without accounting for the possibilities of manipulated informa-
tion (Fenster 2015; Hetherington 2012; Tidey 2016), asking questions 
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about “whose version of reality is being represented” (Hetherington 
2008: 47), or understanding its potential for reinforcing state opacity 
(Sharma 2013). 

The reliance on transparency in anti-corruption efforts indeed re-
quires a trust in the clarity of the visual field. As phenomenology teaches 
(e.g., Husserl 1970; Merleau-Ponty 2013), however, while perception 
discloses worlds to us, points-of-view and orientations matter in what 
worlds can be disclosed and how they come to be disclosed. These per-
spectives are not “views from nowhere” (Nagel 1986) but always biased 
and partial; they require some inferential imaginative work. In this sense, 
the inference of corruption as present or absent based on the existence 
of material proof within a document is not the result of straightforward 
transparency, or a clear appearance of illuminated truth. Rather, the ap-
pearance of corruption is an inference facilitated by the reductionist and 
legalistic perspective according to which, for example, proper documenta-
tion suggests an absence of corruption during the process of a tender, 
even though corruption seems rampant. Such a strict trust in the “scopic 
regime” ( Jay 1994) appears to be central for good governance and anti-
corruption efforts, but such an approach brings a certain amount of not 
seeing and leaving things obscured. 

This paradox certainly played out in how the rules, regulations, and 
laws for reducing corruption in Indonesia’s construction sector affected 
that 2008 tender for construction projects in Kupang. Anti-corruption 
efforts in the construction sector indeed enabled new opportunities for 
corruption, and it was the emphasis on transparency that facilitated those 
opportunities. In order to avoid suspicions of corrupt behavior, contrac-
tors and officials strictly adhered to the stated rules and regulations for 
obtaining a government contract and proved that adherence by making 
sure all aspects of the tender that could be seen, read, and checked by 
auditors. As long as what was visible and tangible in the documentation 
was in line with the rules, then there was no evidence to support an anti-
corruption investigation. 

Again, it was the documents that served as the bureaucratic arti-
facts from which corruption could be discovered, for they facilitated the 
kind of transparency that anti-corruption programs advocate. At the 
same time, these documents also enabled a continuation of the ethics 
of exchange that we have seen form an important part of everyday life 
in Kupang, and by doing so help enable new forms of corruption pre-
cisely because of their visible adherence to the new rules and regula-
tions. In short, these documents performed the paradox of strengthening 
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anti-corruption discourse while subverting it, thereby showing us how 
the project of anti-corruption itself inadvertently offers the tools for its 
own failure. 

In the current conjuncture of increasingly influential international 
anti-corruption programs and their potentially contradictory local ef-
fects, this attention to documents—“the most despised of all ethno-
graphic subjects” (Latour 1988: 54)—and what they do is particularly 
interesting. Carrying deceptively convincing Weberian associations as 
a dominant emblem of bureaucracy on which “the management of the 
modern office is based” (Weber 1968: 67), documents are often consid-
ered to be the “neutral purveyors of discourse” (Hull 2012a: 253) that 
indicate the influence of recent anti-corruption legislation throughout 
national and regional bureaucracies. However, as we have seen in previ-
ous chapters with the deceptive properties of charity boxes and empty 
envelopes, Kupangese know very well that what you see is not necessarily 
what you get. Similarly, as the growing body of literature on documents 
as ethnographic artifacts shows (Das 2004; Hull 2012b; Poole 2004; 
Riles 2001; Scherz 2011), documents are not merely the material out-
puts of bureaucratic programs. Instead they are laced with discrepancies 
between official and other possible readings (Tarlo 2001: 77); provide 
opportunities for state functionaries to pursue their own private interests 
(Hull 2003: 510–511); enable forms of cognition that contrast with bu-
reaucratic reasoning (Riles 2006: 10). In short, documents do not always 
do what they say they do.

There were many different kinds of documents that circulated dur-
ing the 2008 tender. Of particular interest, however, are the simple and 
grimy “bidding books” that the Department of Public Works keeps in 
a manila folder and then makes available for every available project. In 
these books, prospective contractors indicate their interest in projects. 
They write down the name of their company and its owner, and complete 
it with a representative’s signature and the mark of a company stamp. On 
the surface, the bidding books exemplify exactly those objectives stressed 
in the anti-corruption discourse for they seem to offer a clear and trans-
parent record of a stage of the tendering process and an outline of the 
competition between contractors. A closer reading, however, reveals 
certain discrepancies that contradict this discourse. For the tremendous 
importance put on the adherence to the form of this discourse not only 
allows for a continuation of certain corrupt practices, but also enables 
novel forms of corruption that are inextricably linked to efforts to make 
the books look good. 
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Anti-Corruption, Fear, and Form

Certain offices and departments in Kupang are known as wet, which 
means they are seen as particularly corrupt, and that to enter them was 
to be drenched in their practices. Within a bureaucratic landscape de-
scribed according to degrees of murky water, the Department of Public 
Works was described in terms befitting a monsoon downpour. On the 
front porch of the Kaho family home, one former department head who 
lived close by and was counted as family, half-jokingly said that Public 
Works was so wet that it was as if the department was a flood zone. 

Such an association between the construction sector and corruption 
is not unique to Kupang or to Indonesia. On a global scale, the con-
struction sector appears especially prone to corruption (Stansbury 2005: 
36), repeatedly listed as the most corrupt in Transparency International’s 
measurements (2008). Construction companies, for which the state is 
the main client, moreover, report particularly high levels of corruption in 
both non-Western (Davis 2004; Ding 2001) and Western contexts (Van 
Klinken and Aspinall 2011). Corrupt practices in government-funded 
construction projects, nevertheless, seem to be particularly marked in 
Indonesia, where an estimated thirty percent of the national procure-
ment budget is said to be lost annually to corruption (Transparency In-
ternational 2009: 263), and eighty percent of the building contractors are 
dependent on government projects (World Bank 2001: 29).1 Therefore, 
according to measurements of corruption as a quantifiable and clearly 
defined concept, Indonesia—and its construction sector in particular—is 
indeed very corrupt. 

Since the late 1990s Indonesia has taken serious steps to curb this 
corruption in its construction sector as part of its wider post-reformasi 
legal and administrative reforms.2 It has strengthened the weak legal ba-
sis underlying the construction business, standardizing all regulations 
pertaining to the procurement of goods and services.3 It removed some 

1.	 While in Jakarta, the capital, and tourist hotspots such as Bali this percent-
age can be expected to be lower, the vast majority of contractors in the 
regencies and provinces outside Java and Bali rely on government funding.

2.	 The legal revisions that particularly aimed to do this were articulated in 
Presidential Decree 80/2003.

3.	 The legal backing for these changes was provided among others by the 
ratification of Act 31/1999 on the eradication of corruption by the first 
post-Suharto president Habibie (later amended in Law 31/1999 by his 
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of the loopholes thought to facilitate corruption and promote a more 
open, transparent, and competitive tender process. Additionally, it estab-
lished two governmental bodies to audit the procurement of goods and 
services in the Development and Finance Surveillance Agency (BPKP) 
and the Supreme Audit Board (BPK). In spite of these efforts, corrup-
tion remains prevalent in the construction sector, a persistence that has 
generated much scholarship (Kurniasih and Yuwono 2004; Purwanto 
and Van Klinken 2010; Van Klinken and Aspinall 2011). 

Unsurprisingly, the reductive and legalistic shape of these measures 
were not well matched to the moral-ethical assemblic complexity of Ku-
pang. For instance, when Rudi, an experienced contractor in his for-
ties who owns four construction companies, listed all the investigation 
agencies related to the construction business he was not acknowledging 
them as obstacles of corruption but naming those trying to get in on the 
action:

We have to be very careful because there are so many investigators 
that can be involved in investigating a project. There are internal in-
vestigation bodies on both the province and regency level. There are 
also internal investigations straight from the center. For investigation 
agencies there are BPK; BPKP; Justice Department; police; army; 
KPK. KPK and the police are like lizards and crocodiles. The KPK is 
the smaller version, and the police the big, hungry version. It is not 
just businessmen that are involved. It is a world surrounded by Satan. 
What the investigations do is they add more people who want to 
share in the pie. 

Rudi’s statement supports the finding of scholars who have shown 
that restructuring the tendering process and the establishment of an-
ti-corruption agencies have not reduced corrupt practices but instead 
merely added to what he vividly evokes as a world surrounded by Sa-
tan. The layers of good governance did not necessarily alter illicit ex-
change practices, the work of informal fees, or the importance of “good 

successor Wahid); the issuing of Presidential Regulation 19/2000 on a joint 
team to combat corruption and Presidential Regulation 71/2000 on public 
participation to eradicate corruption by Wahid; the ratification by former 
president Megawati of Law 30/2002 that enabled the formation of the 
anticorruption commission KPK; and current president Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono’s consequent issuing of Presidential Instruction 5/2004 on ac-
celerating the eradication of corruption. 
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relations,” all of which scholars have noticed in Indonesia’s procure-
ment sector since at least the 1980s (Van Klinken and Aspinall 2011: 
140; Sannen 1983: 9). However, since these new parties do have the 
authority to start corruption investigations and expose corrupt actors, 
they represent a powerful new interest in bidding practices. Under their 
influence, the structurally weak can be investigated and judged by the 
structurally powerful. Thus, rather than decreasing corruption, these 
anti-corruption initiatives only added new parties eager to share in the 
wealth. 

Consequently, anti-corruption measures increased fear among 
those involved in the construction sector. Some civil servants under 
suspicion of corruption have become so afraid of possible investigation 
that they have even committed suicide (Purwanto and Van Klinken 
2010: 7). This fear of anti-corruption investigations was also tangible 
in Kupang. One contractor claimed that since President Yudhoyono 
promised to clamp down hard on corruption, there had been a steep 
rise in investigations: “Everybody who wants to win a tender can be 
reported these days. If there is an investigation, we can get arrested.” In 
2008, local contractor Cosmas Lay, who was well known and respected, 
was convicted and sent to prison for corruption in an unfinished infra-
structure project in 2008 (Pos Kupang 2010). The contractors I spoke 
with all stated that in just a few years they had become more worried 
about ending up in jail. 

In this context, contractors and officials at the Department of Public 
Works alike became increasingly preoccupied with avoiding anything 
that might generate suspicions of malfeasance and began strict adherence 
to the rules. For instance, the head of Public Works expressed his con-
cern with the avoidance of irregularities and the importance of sticking 
to tendering regulations. He showed annoyance with various contractors 
who made a habit of visiting him at his house at the time of a tender. 
For their part, contractors tended to think such a personal approach of 
establishing or maintaining direct relations with the head would increase 
their chances of winning the tender. The head himself, however, claimed 
to tell these contractors off and to send them to the office to enlist at the 
proper place because “now we have to play by the official rules.” 

The 2008 tender, which I followed from beginning to end, showed 
just how heavily invested Public Works officials were in acting in ac-
cordance with the new rules. Throughout the tender, discussions on 
how to interpret the multiple, and sometimes contradictory, and of-
ten unclear, regulations on tendering erupted regularly at the water 
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sub-department. Desks were cluttered with the kind of law books 
commonly found in Indonesian bookstores, where they occupy entire 
sections, and many employees made serious attempts to understand 
them. Leo, an ambitious Public Works employee in his thirties, said 
that he had recently purchased a booklet version of Presidential Decree 
80/2003 so as to learn everything he could about the new framework 
for tendering, since being young and still a fairly new employee, he 
found the process difficult to understand. He was not alone. Even the 
very experienced in the department struggled to the process, so Leo 
brought the booklet to the office for them all to reference. In this at-
mosphere, civil servants in the department repeatedly treated me to 
extended elaborations on all steps involved in a tender, explanations 
often aided by diagrams or references they created from their engage-
ment with these law books. 

Following the dictates of the decree, after publicly announcing the 
upcoming tender via local newspapers, the department invited interested 
contractors to list themselves in the bidding books and submit their asso-
ciation certificate, as well as lists of personnel and machinery. After this, 
the department organized a session to give prospective contractors more 
in-depth information regarding the respective projects. The contractors 
still willing to compete, were then given the opportunity to submit an of-
ficial project proposal consisting of a time schedule and proposed project 
value, and an administrative package containing the contractor’s iden-
tification card, educational and occupational background information, 
and official company documentation. A special departmental committee 
then carefully reviewed submitted proposals and scored them according 
to a system that awarded points for lower costs and promised comple-
tion dates. Committees also reviewed the administrative packages and 
weeded out those that were incomplete or not in line with national 
guidelines. As I spent more time at the Department of Public Works, 
talking with employees and contractors, and reading the bidding books 
accompanying the projects, I found that the form of tendering rules and 
regulations were, indeed, passionately followed. However, in a giving city 
where envelopes that supposedly convey care can turn out to be empty 
and corruption may (or may not) continue under the guise of charity 
boxes, we would do well to view such visible and material suggestions 
of transparency with some skepticism, and wonder whether to view the 
bidding books as a performance of transparency that together created a 
fiction of anti-corruption. 
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What Documents Do 

The anthropology of Indonesia has for a long time stressed the impor-
tance of form as an expression of, and performance of, authority (Geertz 
1981; Pemberton 1994; Siegel 1998). The importance of form in bu-
reaucratic settings, however, is not unique to Indonesia. Don Handel-
man (1981) already characterized bureaucracy as a sociality organized by 
form. Michael Herzfeld (1992), furthermore, stresses that the use of a 
consistent form permits the perpetration of widely divergent bureaucrat-
ic practices. Uncovering the “symbolic roots of Western bureaucracy,” he 
describes how the deployment of the rhetoric of kinship can achieve the 
seemingly opposing goals of providing an “easily understood model for 
the loyalty and collective responsibility that citizens must feel towards 
the state” as well as serving “more sinister aims” of bureaucratic inclusion 
and exclusion based on blood or race. The idea that the state rhetoric 
of kinship is merely symbolic obscures both the multiplicity of mean-
ings symbols can engender and the role actors play in shaping symbolic 
meaning (1992: 10–16, 65–70). As he so poignantly states, “rhetoric is 
never simply the pure art of classification. It is the practice of symbolic 
action—a process in which a fixed form is often not only the mask, but 
even the enabling condition, for labile meaning” (1992: 69). 

To a certain extent, the claim here is similar: the adherence to the 
form of anti-corruption rhetoric both repeats and reconstitutes bureau-
cratic classifications of what counts as corruption and enables novel 
practices that undermine this very discourse. However, I take a different 
approach to analyzing discrepancies and the interplay between form and 
content. Although a focus on the multiplicity of meaning that symbols 
can engender offers a good analytic tool to look at why documents do 
not do what they say they do, this symbolic or interpretive approach nev-
ertheless holds open the possibility that if all surrounding conditions 
allow it, there can be an indexical relation between symbols and their 
meaning that would ultimately ground this relationship. In contrast, in-
stead of focusing on this possible indexical relationship, let us consider 
the ever-present possibility that documents become unanchored from 
anti-corruption discourse. To understand how this becomes possible, it is 
important to see how adherence to form emerges from the current con-
stellation of anti-corruption, fear, and threats of investigation in Kupang. 
Adherence to form reflects the importance of visibility and transparency 
necessary to avoid anti-corruption investigations. 
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In her insightful study of intimacy and corruption in Thailand, Ro-
salind Morris (2004) describes how the idiom of transparency has been 
applied to a range of social and economic ills. The idiom’s wide range 
of uses comes from the fact that it would seem related to an “ethics of 
sincerity” (2004: 226) and suggests a certain honesty—at least from an 
IMF or World Bank perspective. When political processes are therefore 
rendered visible and transparent, surely, so the assumption runs, they 
must be honest and sincere. But Morris shows that visibility, transpar-
ency, and ethics need not align and visibility can be produced for its own 
sake. As Morris writes: 

The law works in the realm of appearances, of what can be seen and 
what can be hidden. What matters now in Thailand is that every-
thing be visible, and more: that the processes of making visible, of 
moving things from the domain of the secret into that of the public, 
themselves be revealed, unfurled in the brilliant light of the media’s 
perpetual day. (2004: 233–234)

This need for neoliberal transparency as in Thailand plays out in Ku-
pang as well. If the construction company’s tender is submitted and ap-
praised in a transparent manner, it is said to be honest and free from 
corruption. If what can be seen, read, and proved is in accordance with 
the letter of the law, there is no corruption. Hence visibility, or the adher-
ence to form, becomes paramount such that the department head insists 
that contractors appear at his office instead of his house and officials 
strive to determine the correct interpretation of confusing and contra-
dictory rules. The importance of adhering to form becomes particularly 
clear in the most visible and tangible objects that circulate in a tender: 
documents. 

The looming threat of investigations make it important for officials 
from the Department of Public Works to strictly follow the regulations 
during a tender and for contractors to present an immaculate set of 
documents. The contractors know that failure to adhere to the proper 
form of the administrative package can lead to disqualification from 
the bidding process. Because of this vulnerability, some officials in the 
Department of Public Works rent out their expertise in tendering to 
contractors developing proposals. For example, one night over dinner I 
was interviewing Leo, the Public Works employee who had bought the 
Presidential Decree 80/2003 booklet. We were repeatedly interrupted 
by incoming phone calls. Speaking quietly into his phone in an attempt 
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to remain out of earshot, Leo at last gave the person on the line direc-
tions to the restaurant where we were eating. After a short while, a man 
entered the dining room and Leo took him to a corner table. They chat-
ted for a few minutes, after which Leo saw the man out and returned. 
Smiling brightly, Leo exclaimed that this was a case of KKN! It turns 
out that the man was a contractor seeking Leo’s help in making sure his 
documentation was in order for the tender. Leo accepted this request as, 
apparently, he had been lending his expertise to a few other contractors 
as well for the lucrative fee of IDR $500,000 ($55, about half of a start-
ing civil servant’s monthly salary) per contractor.

The heightened preoccupation with an appearance of adherence to reg-
ulations could be seen in the department head’s urging of contractors to 
enlist at the proper location and mirrored in the treatment of documents 
involved in the tendering process. After all, documents could constitute 
material proof of wrongdoings should there be an investigation into cor-
rupt practices. Leo was therefore paid to make sure there were no vis-
ible digressions from the letter of the law in the contractor’s documents. 
Yet, the fact that Leo accepted payments from contractors to draft the 
documents he and his coworkers would later evaluate in the tender con-
tradicts the stipulations of the legal reforms laid down in Presidential 
Decree 80/2003. The efforts Leo undertook to get acquainted with all 
aspects of the decree actually enabled him to engage in new ways of 
making money that directly countered the spirit of transparency, fair 
competition, and the anti-corruption stance underlying the decree. As 
with Morris’ example of Thailand, the visibility displayed in these tender 
documents, therefore, does not necessarily convey the kind of transpar-
ency, sincerity, and honesty favored in good governance programs. Such 
tender documents could at once adhere to the law’s letter while offering 
Leo a way to make some extra money on the side. They visibly carry out 
compliance with the anti-corruption discourse but enable a new form of 
corruption in their very production.

In addition to offering officials in the Department of Public Works 
a new way to make money, documents also serve to legitimize an in-
formally won bid. Michael, a contractor with years of experience in the 
construction business, explains that even when you know your proposal 
is more competitive than that of a rival contractor favored to win, the 
project committee can always find problems in your submitted admin-
istration package: a stamp that was forgotten or a signature that was 
omitted. Failure to adhere to the proper form of documents—proper 
punctuation and required signatures and stamps—indeed served as a 
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legitimate reason to disqualify contractors. Sometimes things go fur-
ther. When Michael’s proposal ought to have formally won based on the 
merits according to the point system of evaluating bidding documents 
and yet another contractor was promised the project, someone from the 
Department of Public Works went looking for trivial mistakes in his 
documents, and then even resorted to removing some necessary forms to 
disqualify his bid. Rudi, a contractor, referred to the minor administra-
tive errors within documents as “lice.” Counter to Michael’s experience, 
however, when those mistakes were found in his document, a civil serv-
ant from Public Works would alert him so he had the chance to clean up 
his proposal. Because Rudi’s documents display adherence to the proper 
format, concealed from view is the informal process through which he 
had actually won the contract. 

These contractor experiences illustrate how adherence to form has 
become a means through which to formalize informal actions. The in-
creased role of proper documentation under the guise of transparency 
creates a visible and tangible layer of legitimization for hidden acts of 
KKN. At the same time, by adhering to the form of anti-corruption 
discourse, they nevertheless perform a taxonomic act of bureaucratic 
logic (Handelman 1990) because they reinforce what counts as corrup-
tion. The consequence of such repeated performances is ambiguous and 
contradictory, and often leads to new and unanticipated possibilities (cf. 
Yurchak 2006). For on the one hand, documents reproduce and maintain 
the dominant anti-corruption discourse codified in the letter of the law; 
on the other hand, they mask and enable practices that contradict and 
subvert this discourse. 

Recent anthropological studies of documents disclose how form, it-
erability, and the possibility of rupture are essential characteristics. An-
nelise Riles, for example, demonstrates that the drafting of the 1992 
Pacific Platform for Action document—in particular, filling the not-yet-
decided-on content of the “brackets”—involved mainly the production 
of “properly patterned language” (2001: 80). This document, therefore, 
represents a carefully selected and negotiated reiteration of countless 
preceding documents in which aesthetic conventions regarding layer-
ing and patterning mattered more than the actual meaning of the words 
used. In another example, Marilyn Strathern considers university mis-
sion statements in the United Kingdom as “utterances of a specific kind, 
namely a turn-of-the-century language of good governance” (2006: 194). 
Here Strathern too shows that the replication of a species of utterance 
ensures that content remains subordinate to form and that the actual 
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form of those statements in fact opposes the task of education. Addi-
tionally, Veena Das (2004: 244–245), when asking how the state can 
claim legitimacy in the face of obvious forgery and corruption, claims 
that in their reproducibility, documents are open to forgeries and infe-
licitous use beyond a proper context. This iterability, however, does not 
signal vulnerability, but rather, in a sense, a multiplying of state power 
even when carried out infelicitously without the signature of the state. 
For Das, the reproduction of state authority in documents—even in the 
case of forgery—adds to state legitimacy. In short, documents can indeed 
emphasize form over content, contradict the intentions of a discourse 
that the documents supposedly represent, and legitimize illegitimate 
claims. 

The effects of the project proposals and administrative packages in 
Kupang are, therefore, not shocking bureaucratic anomalies or devia-
tions from the anti-corruption discourse. They exemplify the ever-pre-
sent possibility of documents becoming unanchored from their initial 
context and intended meaning. Such unmooring is made possible by the 
iterability of an anti-corruption discourse that is layered throughout the 
process: in the layout of the project proposals and administrative pack-
ages; in the Presidential Decree 80/2003, which circulated throughout 
the Department of Public Works; the vision and mission statements of 
the newly founded auditing bodies; and in statements on good govern-
ance as promulgated by NGOs such as Transparency International. The 
concern with form during a tender process, therefore, exceeds a certain 
“aesthetics of bureaucratic practices” (Riles 2001: 16). Adherence to form 
may ensure the compliance with the anti-corruption discourse, but also a 
break from it. It is thus simultaneously a performative and performance. 

Let us now turn to the bidding books to see how this adherence to 
form of the anti-corruption discourse enabled what from the perspective 
of this discourse would be considered corrupt practices, while still serv-
ing as adherence to the rules in the event of an investigation.

Reading the Bidding Books

The fall 2008 tender enlivened everyday routines at the Department of 
Public Works. The civil servants who sometimes confessed being bored 
at the office were busily engaged in tender preparations. Bidding books 
were drafted to note how many contractors signed up for a given project, 
how many consequently handed in a proposal, and, finally, who won. 
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Clarification sessions were organized so interested contractors could 
find out more about the various projects offered. The tender process also 
gave officials and contractors, many of whom see each other at every 
tender and at various formal occasions in Kupang’s fairly limited social 
circles, an opportunity to reconnect and catch up. After the public an-
nouncement of projects in a local newspaper in late August, a steady 
stream of contractors and representatives from local construction com-
panies stopped by to enlist, join clarification sessions, and submit pro-
posals. Many contractors lingered to inquire about family members or to 
sit down, smoke cigarettes together, and chat. These amiable interactions 
continued into the clarification sessions, in which contractors and offi-
cials engaged in a constant good-natured bantering back and forth. This 
pleasant sociability was indeed part of the competition for profitable 
construction projects and the social component left its trace, if hardly 
perceptible, in the bidding books.

On the surface, the bidding books that the Department of Public 
Works made available for the 35 projects it advertised certainly sug-
gested a thriving market-oriented competition between a number of 
construction companies—all in line with Presidential Decree 80/2003. 
Intending to compile an up-to-date list of construction companies 
in Kupang, I set out to check all bidding books and to write down 
the names of the companies and their owners. Assembling such a list 
was a daunting task that took days of copying down the names of 
all the companies that had enlisted for each project. Staring at the 
books during the long and tedious task of manually copying the en-
tries of the 227 companies listed for the 35 projects revealed certain 
inconsistencies. 

While it was not surprising that I found that some companies had 
enlisted for more than one project, it was notable that in several bidding 
books clusters of entries were written in the same handwriting, even 
though the companies enlisted had different names, different owners, 
and a unique stamp. Furthermore, when comparing the names of the 
companies that had enlisted in the bidding book with those that had 
handed in an actual project proposal during a later stage in the bidding 
process, it became clear that some companies had enlisted many times 
but had never handed in a proposal. The company Amin, for instance, 
had enlisted seven times without handing in a single proposal. Hiasan 
Cahaya had enlisted nineteen times yet also never handed in a proposal. 
In contrast, Pengharapan Perkembangan had enlisted for only one pro-
ject, handed in one proposal, and consequently won the tender. 
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These inconsistencies are not proof of foul play per se, and this is the 
strength of the bidding books as a materialized performance of adher-
ence to the rules of the tender process. Perhaps the similarity in hand-
writing of multiple entries was the result of some helpful employee help-
ing several companies waiting in line to enlist in the bidding books, but 
if so, why did the signatures put in by a representative of the company 
still look so similar? Perhaps Hiasan Cahaya lost its courage after the 
clarification phase of all nineteen projects it signed up for and decided to 
withdraw from all of them. Perhaps Pengharapan Perkembangan decid-
ed to place all bets on one horse and won because of the effort put into 
that single proposal. I discussed these inconsistencies with Christian, a 
low-level employee at the department:

Sylvia: There are some companies that enlisted in the bidding book, 
yet never handed in a proposal?
Christian: Oh yeah. These probably enlist to make it look as if there 
is a competition, a strong enough competition. So, if we just look at 
the list, it will look like, “wow, so open! Everybody can enter.” But 
in fact, it will just go to one person. One person enlists and invites 
some friends to enlist as well. But this is just in order to make it look 
crowded.
Sylvia: So, there are some that only enlist to make the list look good, 
they never want to hand in a proposal?
Christian: They are just used to liven [the list] up. That is not good.
Sylvia: Then there are companies that were enlisted in the same 
handwriting. Why is that?
Christian: The same reason. To fill the list and make it seem as if 
there is competition. To make it look fair. While actually, the com-
petition is between only three contractors. So, these just invite their 
friends to enlist. 

Christian claimed that the entries in the same handwriting and compa-
nies enlisting while not handing in a project proposal were part of strate-
gies meant to ensure the appearance of competition and fairness. A few 
examples from interviews with contractors and officials in the Depart-
ment of Public Works provide some insights into the mechanisms of the 
informal process that was underlying the formal competition registered 
in the bidding books.

According to some contractors, the actual contest for a bid takes place 
long before a tender is opened. The competition for a project begins, they 
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explained, around the central government allocation of funds to the De-
partment of Public Works. Contractors therefore attempt to influence 
the allocation of those funds. According to Rudi:

Rudi: With regards to lobbying, we can go to the center. This is lob-
bying for the budget, meaning the budget for the upcoming year at 
national parliament.
Sylvia: What are you lobbying for then?
Rudi: That is lobbying for state budget.
Sylvia: That is lobbying in the center so the funds for the region are 
bigger? Have you ever done that?
Rudi: Yeah, the lobbying in the center is carried out so the allocation 
of funds is bigger. For instance, once I have gotten a project worth 
[IDR 17 billion (approximately $2 million)] that was going to be sent 
down [from center to region] like this. We had to prepare five percent 
of that amount, so a friend and I had to pay about [IDR 750 million 
(almost $8,500)].
Sylvia: In which way did you give an amount that big? Via a bank 
account?
Rudi: We brought cash, not a check, so it could not be verified. So, 
while [members of the national parliament] were still [in Kupang] 
that money was given directly, because if it would have been given in 
Jakarta we could have been arrested. And as long as they were here, 
we would pay for their enjoyable stay, for their hotel and so forth. 

Through this kind of lobbying, Rudi had once managed to get a large 
project worth IDR 17 billion ($12 million) allocated to the region. By 
offering around five percent of the total project value to these parliament 
members, he secured his company the right to execute the project.

The bidding book for this project could hide the lobbying process 
that resulted in its existence and also gave a false impression of competi-
tion because other contractors who had signed up for this project stood 
no chance of winning. Furthermore, Rudi showed some concern about 
getting caught, which is why he paid in cash and ensuring the transac-
tion took place in the familiar surroundings of Kupang. In other words, 
in the realm of appearances there was no visible, tangible, provable trace 
of corruption. All that was rendered visible was his submitted documen-
tation—the project proposal and his administrative package, which no 
doubt displayed adherence to form and therefore suggested transpar-
ency. The bidding book in this case similarly portrayed an open and fair 
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competition among several contractors without traces of manipulation. 
As such, it legitimized Rudi´s informal lobbying with members of na-
tional parliament.

Rudi’s example contrasts nicely with Joshua Barker’s (2005) descrip-
tion of the strategies that the state-owned electronics enterprise, Lem-
baga Elektronika Nasional (LEN), employed to sell its earth stations af-
ter the launching of Indonesia’s own satellite. In that case, LEN lobbied 
regional government officials and the military to accept the stations by 
promising the benefits of showing off national development at the local 
level (Barker 2005: 718). In Kupang, the lobbying was initiated by local 
agents in such a way as to keep things local. The Public Works officials 
and contractors I interviewed tended to prefer keeping government pro-
jects close by having them executed by local contractors as opposed to 
bringing in larger outfits from Jakarta or Surabaya. The reason for this, 
according to one official I interviewed, is that when it came to the larger 
companies from outside Kupang, “their manner of pergaulan (fraterniza-
tion) is unknown to us, so we don’t know how to suap-menyuap (engage 
in bribery) with them. At least the people here know how it works.” 

Alfred, a contractor, explained the importance of having acquaint-
ances or “good relations” with those one is lobbying for projects. He 
explained that while his proposal was being considered by the tender 
committee, he needs to engage them. He said that if he were to give 
money to the committee head it would trickle down to all the committee 
members and help bring a favorable judgment of his proposal. Never-
theless, he preferred to spend his time and money on all the committee 
members individually. Such a process was aided by establishing relations 
with one or more committee members who, he said, might feel obliged 
to help and even count the relationship as a reason for rendering a fa-
vorable judgment of his proposal. 

While Alfred preferred to give money to all members of the ten-
der committee for the sake of good relations, both contractors lobbying 
from below and those lobbying from above might give money directly 
to the committee head. Leo confirmed that from his perspective both 
strategies had potential for success. He had seen influential and wealthy 
contractors contact the head of the department, who had supposedly 
urged contractors to stay away from his house and play by the rules while 
nonetheless shaping the judgements of the committee. 

Another important aspect of effective lobbying for projects is having 
proper financial backing. Officially, a contractor’s bid is judged on the 
amount of time and money needed to execute the project: the contractor 
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that offers to finish the project fastest and cheapest wins. This contractor 
then gets (an advance of ) the total project value from the Department 
of Public Works to fund the project. Unofficially, however, as explained 
to me by various contractors, bids are judged on the percentage of the 
total project value that the contractor promises to return to the tender 
committee as an informal fee, euphemistically labeled “commitment.” As 
one contractor explained:

Ok, it’s like this. We want to get a project. For that we have to show 
a certain commitment. This can be 5 percent, 7.5 percent, 10 percent, 
12.5 percent or 15 percent … If our commitment is hesitant, another 
contractor with a bigger commitment will get it. This is not yet a 
guarantee that we’ll get it. They can give it to someone else. They can 
find mistakes in our administration. 

Interestingly, this contractor notes how the focus on form, which 
seeks out “mistakes in our administration,” can be used to delegitimize 
a bid when another contractor has offered a larger “commitment,” sug-
gesting again that visible adherence to the form of the anti-corruption 
discourse that matters. Even after having been allocated a project, the 
money flow to Public Works officials doesn’t stop. He explained it this 
way:

There is also “returning-a-favor money,” this is given throughout 
the project, not at the beginning. It can happen that he [committee 
member] wants to go somewhere. He then asks us for a ticket. That 
is “answering back.” And if we don’t give this money, sometime in the 
future they will discredit us. So, they will refuse us other projects, so 
they refuse us in a very polite way. 

Money does not just flow from contractors to officials, it also circu-
lates among contractors. As I flipped through the bidding books for all 
thirty-five projects of the 2008 tender, and saw list after list with names 
of companies, names of owners, and stamps, one final discrepancy caught 
my attention. Recall that 227 companies enlisted for those 35 projects in 
a town where most contractors are dependent on government projects. 
Because adherence to form demands all documents in a tender be fully 
in line with stated rules and regulations, only contractors who could pro-
vide the proper administrative package would eventually be considered. 
How could so many construction companies survive in Kupang? Were 
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these real companies? If so, why would so many only enlist but never 
hand in an actual bid? Why bother enlisting when lacking the financial 
backing or lobbying skills to engage in informal competition? 

Most, if not all, of the companies entered in the bidding books are at 
least a member of one of the established construction associations and, 
therefore have the status required to enter tendering process. Yet, as re-
search on the construction sector in other parts of Indonesia has found, 
many companies entering a tender nonetheless lack an office, machinery, 
and employees (Van Klinken and Aspinall 2011: 154). They are indeed 
fictive competitors and enter the bidding for various reasons. One reason 
is to lend the appearance of competition for an actual contractor. At the 
time of signing up, that contractor adds the names of fictive companies 
to, as was said, “make the list look good.” This explains why some of the 
entries in the bidding book are in the same handwriting. As a thank you 
for lending their names and stamps, a small fee or even percentage of 
the project value, often referred to as “withdrawal money,” may be given. 

Another reason many fictive companies sign up is to collect fees for, 
in the end, backing out. A retired entrepreneur who plays tennis with 
a few young owners of such fictive construction companies explained 
to me that many companies do not have the ambition to ever hand in 
a project proposal. They are merely fee seekers in it for that withdrawal 
money that the real, functioning companies offer them. In the meantime, 
these informal fee seekers and receivers of thank-you money do add to 
the adherence to the form of the anti-corruption discourse displayed in 
the bidding books by making the competition look real and in line with 
official regulations.

It might be tempting to view the bidding for contracts in Kupang as 
a way for the involved parties to seek rents and, in Rudi’s words, “share 
in the pie.” However, the circulation of money in the tendering process 
cannot merely be understood in terms of economic gain, for those mon-
ey flows intimately follow social ties and the reciprocal obligations im-
plied therein. What counts as “corruption” under the letter of the law was 
framed as proper behavior during the tender, invoking the moral weight 
of the caring responsibility that structures proper ethical responses to-
wards others in Kupang. To illustrate this, John, the head of Kupang’s 
Chamber of Commerce, described the situation this way:

When asked at a family party to give a project to a family mem-
ber, one cannot really refuse. Projects in Kupang are small, and there 
aren’t many. When lucky, a contractor might get one project a year. 
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The profits contractors get from a project are not very big, so what 
would happen if the relative does not get a new project? How will he 
live? How will he eat? 

The obligation of care felt toward the relative in this example at times 
motivates John to give projects to family members when solicited. As of-
ficials told me during informal chats, the commitment contractors give 
“from above” trickles down to the lower echelons of the department. 
This is not just to make sure no employee will talk but also because it is 
the ethical thing to do. Similarly, one contractor, Niko, gave me another 
example of inter-contractor loyalty. After he won three projects during 
one tender he decided to subcontract two of those to other contrac-
tors so they could profit as well. Although he still expected to receive a 
percentage of the project value as a return for his generosity, he framed 
his actions to me in terms of a caring responsibility, as a matter of “re-
turning a favor.” Such practices not only help ensure that “we can all get 
something,” as one contractor put it to me, but more importantly for 
our purposes, it is an indication of the responsiveness that is central to a 
Kupangese ethics of care and exchange. 

It is important to emphasize that the bidding book processes are em-
bedded, and only make sense, within such an ethics. As such, although 
that combination of fraternization and bribery—pergaulan and suap-me-
nyuap—may be perceived as corrupt from the perspective of a good gov-
ernance model of anti-corruption, from the perspective of many of my 
Kupangese interlocutors they are clearly the ethical thing to do. Conse-
quently, “fairness” in the tendering process does not entail a neoliberal, 
market-oriented competition, as anti-corruption efforts tried to produce, 
but rather sharing the pie in such a way that “we all get something.” 
These locally considered ethical practices of sharing, therefore, did not 
take place outside of anti-corruption efforts and the good governance 
model, but are inextricably linked to and, in fact, made possible by them. 
That is, the adherence to the proper form of anti-corruption transpar-
ency efforts enables continuation of an already existing ethics of care and 
exchange—a continuation helped along by new practices of corruption. 

Corruption or Care

The 2008 tender at the Department of Public Works in Kupang demon-
strates how initiatives aimed at curbing corruption in the construction 
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sector helped produce effects that undermined those initiatives. In light 
of some high-profile national and local corruption investigations, they 
did produce a fear of possible investigations among contractors and 
Public Works officials. To avoid suspicions of corrupt behavior, therefore, 
contractors and officials focused on adherence to the form of the anti-
corruption discourse, as exemplified by the department head’s urging of 
contractors to enlist at the proper place, officials’ obsession with figuring 
out the tender rules and conducting the steps of the tender in line with 
Presidential Decree 80/2003, and contractors paying of officials to draft 
their (proper) documentation. This adherence to form became particu-
larly visible in office documents, those bureaucratic artifacts in which 
corruption can be read and proved most easily. However, although the 
various documents that circulated during the tender visibly adhered to 
the anti-corruption discourse, they, nevertheless, also enabled a continu-
ation of informal (and illegal) practices and provided new opportunities 
for what anti-corruption initiatives would consider as corruption, but 
what many of my Kupangese interlocutors would call the ethical thing 
to do. 

The entanglement of documents in the continuation of existing and 
enabling of new forms of corruption, problematizes transparency’s self-
evident connection between reality and representation, or between that 
which is given in perception and how this is interpreted. What emerg-
es in Kupang at the current conjuncture of anti-corruption discourse, 
threats, fear, and a neoliberal need for transparency is the importance 
of visibility, tangibility, and provability. If what is visible, tangible, and 
provable in Kupang shows adherence to the anti-corruption discourse, 
then surely there is no corruption. However, as any Kupangese auntie 
could tell us, trusting representations to converge with the realities they 
purportedly represent—be it envelopes with care or proper documenta-
tion with good governance—would be incredibly naïve. 

The contestation that the adherence to form displayed by the docu-
ments involved in the 2008 tender so elegantly covered up, ultimately 
revolves around questions concerning what comes to count as the gov-
ernmental good in the aftermath of good governance inspired anti-cor-
ruption efforts. The governmental virtue of transparency offered civil 
servants and others in Kupang a space in which to perform the fiction 
of anti-corruption and in doing so avoid the threat of arrests, while ena-
bling a continuation of the kinds of practices that straddle the fine line 
between corruption and care. It is this connection between corruption 
and care that forms the most important starting point for imagining 
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what might come to count as a governmental good. Given the failure 
of the existing project of anti-corruption to reach its goals of decreas-
ing corruption and achieving its own version of good governance, it is 
worth returning to the question of what a governmental good might 
look like when it is rooted in conceptions of corruption as a transgres-
sion of care.
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conclusion

The Return of the Bapak

As he served the two-and-a-half-year prison sentence for his corruption 
conviction, Daniel Adoe had plenty of time for reflection and, possibly, 
regret. There was little doubt he had not been as starry-eyed about the 
break with the political past and democratic progress as the voters who 
elected him in 2007, for he was then a seasoned, if often sidelined, career 
bureaucrat. Surely his proclaimed anti-corruption and pro-democracy 
stances were the product of political expediency more than ideological 
conviction. Still, he probably did not anticipate the abrupt nosedive his 
popularity would take during his years at the city’s helm. That it was Yo-
nas Salean—known to be corrupt and his long-time nemesis—who won 
Kupang’s second-ever direct mayoral elections in 2012, and opened an 
investigation into the suspected corruption of his predecessor must have 
left a bitter taste in his mouth. 

That Kupang voted Salean mayor despite his aura of corruption 
forms a fitting coda to a book that addressed the contradictory effects of 
anti-corruption efforts on civil servants and their behavior in an eastern 
Indonesian bureaucracy. In its study that roughly coincided with Adoe’s 
mayoral reign from 2007–2012, this book sought to understand trans-
formations of local governance during a period in which Indonesian 
ideologies and practices of governance were in flux. It was only in 1998 
that the authoritarian Suharto had stepped down after three decades 
in power, a shift that initiated a period of thorough administrative and 
governmental adjustment, the era of reformasi. The political changes that 
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came were heavily influenced by ideas from the world of international 
development and the efforts of financial institutions seeking to promote 
the advancement of liberal democracy around the world. Under the um-
brella of such ideas of good governance, anti-corruption figured promi-
nently. Initially the administrative adjustments implemented in Indone-
sia prompted a surge of democratic optimism among citizens, scholars, 
and policy makers. After a few years, however, little remained of this 
optimism about the conjoined projects of democratization, good govern-
ance, and anti-corruption. Corruption had followed the decentralization 
of power, moving from the national center to the regional governments; 
massive corruption scandals plagued even those organizations erected to 
combat corruption; and trust in public officials and civil servants reached 
new lows. In short, the push for anti-corruption did not make Indone-
sia less corrupt. If anything, good governance initiatives seemed to have 
made governance worse. 

This book set out to discover what effects anti-corruption efforts had 
if not a decrease in corruption. It looked for answers in how civil serv-
ants in the eastern Indonesian city of Kupang—named Indonesia’s most 
corrupt city during the time I conducted field research for this project 
in the late 2000s—responded to the anti-corruption efforts that came 
to shape and influence their work. It traces the gradual change that oc-
curred among civil servants during this period: from an initial excite-
ment about promises of progress to a profound disillusionment with 
actual possibilities for betterment. In this way, the book offers a detailed, 
in-depth, and intimate intersubjective study of the experiential-ethical 
navigation of an altered, uncertain, and opaque bureaucratic landscape. 
It shows that there exist plenty of reasons for skepticism regarding good 
governance’s ability to ensure a good in governance or secure possibilities 
for human flourishing. 

The first two chapters focused on the difficulty of distinguishing cor-
ruption from care in Kupang. Chapter one proposed that the neoliberal 
models of governance cannot account for what the state is and means 
in Kupang, which is better thought of as a “giving city.” It is embedded 
in larger webs of sovereignty and suzerainty and the state is therefore 
connected to its citizens through an ethics of care and exchange. Con-
sequently, what comes to count as corruption according to the expecta-
tions of the neoliberal state can be viewed as care within the dynamics 
of the giving city. Chapter two demonstrated the limitations of legal-
istic, public office approaches to corruption in post-reformasi Kupang. It 
argued that in order to understand acts of corruption in a giving city, we 
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need to emplace them within a relational context; a context where ideas 
of corruption are connected to larger ideas of a common good; where 
a caring responsibility towards intimate others is an important ethical 
drive; and where contestations about corruption do not inhere in the act 
itself, but in decisions on where to draw a line between acceptable and 
unacceptable ways of responding to expectations from and obligations 
to others. Corruption in the giving city is thus best understood not as 
a transgression of public-private boundaries, but as a transgression of 
care.

Having outlined key elements of this relational context, the next two 
chapters turned to the ethical and practical difficulties that both civil 
servants and citizens experience in their navigation of bureaucratic ob-
stacles. Chapter three focused on young career civil servants who were 
uncertain of the proper conduct needed for their advancement when dif-
ferent institutional, discursive, and embodied moralities conflicted and 
overlapped. The idiom of family proved to be central. It reverberated 
within the caring responsibility of intimate family life and the inherently 
ambiguous family principle so central to ideological construction of the 
Indonesian nation-state. Given this confusion, ideas of proper bureau-
cratic conduct did little to clarify or combat corruption. It only added to 
the ethical bewilderment of civil servants. 

Chapter four looked at how clients and other outsiders to the bu-
reaucratic process navigate the opaque space between the sense that cor-
ruption is necessary and the intimate knowledge required to successfully 
get what one needs. A significant finding was the seeming impossibility 
of ever disproving the public secret of corruption, even in the face of 
counterexamples. This was because Kupangese, who routinely expect to 
receive empty envelopes as donations from supposedly close relations, 
know that appearances are often deceptive and performative. Visible and 
tangible indications of fair play (i.e., transparency) are thus viewed with 
suspicion and not as an absence of corruption. The notion that what you 
see is not what you get as related to the civil servants of Kupang was taken 
up in the final chapter by focusing on the interactions of the city’s con-
struction sector and the Department of Public Works. In that context, 
civil servants understood that the project of anti-corruption and its em-
phasis on transparency meant that corruption had to be present on the 
surface of documents in order to be proven. What mattered, then, was 
form and appearance. This insight gave them a great deal of control over 
how things looked, which helped alleviate worries about investigations. 
It enabled the continuation of existing informal business arrangements, 
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and even offered enterprising civil servants new illicit opportunities for 
enrichment. 

Ultimately this book argues that by articulating the governmental 
good in liberal economic terms and translating that idea into one-size-
fits-all policies via legalistic and technocratic measures, anti-corruption 
efforts in this period were unfit for the moral-ethical complexities of Ku-
pang. They left many civil servants, in the words of one of them, “stuck 
between the ethical and the right thing.” These civil servants could not 
determine where the boundaries of corruption were and thus how to 
lead one’s professional life in an ethical manner. In order to lessen the 
anxiety of what effectively constitutes a moral breakdown (Zigon 2007) 
in their everyday lives, they resorted to an adherence to the form of an-
ti-corruption measures, supported by the good governance valuation of 
transparency. Such adherence to form, however, enabled a continuation 
of existing practices that would count as corruption under legal defini-
tions while creating even greater opportunity for novel forms of corrup-
tion to emerge. This is how the project of good governance creates the 
very means for its contradiction. Good governance becomes intimately 
implicated in corruption’s production and continuation. 

At a more fundamental level, this book addresses the tension between 
modes of governance and the possibilities they afford for human flour-
ishing. Good governance appears to severely diminish such possibilities. 
While we have seen examples of people’s malicious intent, manipulation, 
and self-aggrandizement, what we mostly encounter is their profound 
ethical confusion and sincere attempts at forging worthwhile lives for 
themselves and those for whom they bear responsibility. The impression 
left by this study is not one of rent-seeking individuals out to exploit the 
public, but of governing imperatives experienced as harsh and uncar-
ing. It is not about bad apples, but about bad ideology. At their heart, 
anti-corruption efforts fail to account for the centrality of care within a 
governmental good. This is an argument that extends well beyond Ku-
pang or Indonesia, as it increasingly appears to be a shared shortcoming 
of late-liberal democratic modes of governance. People living under the 
austerity that followed the Great Recession in the UK and Greece might 
well recognize the feeling of being uncared for. Voters in the US, Brazil, 
and Hungary, who also elected strongmen with corrupt tendencies may 
very well understand the attraction Salean holds to voters in Kupang. 
It is therefore worth entertaining the thought that someone known for 
corruption might be considered to offer the best governmental arrange-
ment to secure some semblance of human flourishing.
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A Governmental Good Grounded in Care

The attractiveness of a corrupt leader in a climate of anti-corruption 
sentiment might sound counterintuitive. For those who express their 
hopes of political progress through the teleological narrative of good 
governance—a narrative in which clientelism gives way to democracy—
the election of Salean, a New Order standard bearer and understood as 
corrupt, only underscores the view that Indonesian democracy is still 
in transition. His election also supports the nagging suspicions of geo-
graphical disparity that Kupangese sometimes entertain when they state 
that they are lagging behind the West. However, from a perspective that 
stresses the centrality of care to the governmental good, this is not at all 
such a strange proposition. 

After all, we have seen how in Kupang, a caring responsibility toward 
intimate others is a moral engine that drives ethical behavior. This is 
especially true in times of precarity. Tante Elsie succinctly explained that 
caring responsibility is both “noticing” and “helping out,” or recognition 
tied to reciprocity. Offering of material or non-material goods, such as 
help, food, shelter, employment, only counts as care when it follows a 
recognition of someone’s hardship and for reasons of selfless munifi-
cence rather than self-aggrandizement. In this way, care is distinguished 
from corruption. In the realm of governance, the school head’s illicit 
hiring of honorer was an example of care, whereas the former mayor’s 
promise of opening hundreds of honorer positions if his protégé would 
emerge as the victor of the 2007 elections was an example of corruption. 
On a larger scale, Suharto’s corruption was acceptable as long as the 
Indonesian people thought they also profited from the nation’s riches, 
but became insupportable when Indonesia hit dire economic straits. If 
care, as an ethically driven response to the needs of others, is an ele-
ment of governance so too is a foundational, relational understanding of 
personhood. 

Such an emphasis on relationality and connected morality is suspect 
in the liberal ideology of good governance. Central to liberal political 
ideas of good democratic practice is, indeed, a disavowal of relationality, 
which contradicts liberalism’s crucial values of egalitarianism, disinter-
estedness, impersonality, and individualism. However, this emphasis on 
individualism and impersonality belies the fact that, as Piliavsky (2014: 
27–33) observes, ultimately, all politics imply some kind of relational 
morality. Any ideological or institutional arrangement contains concep-
tions of the ways in which those who govern and those who are governed 
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ought to relate to one another, as well as the larger societal good this 
relatedness serves. In a system of representative democracy, relational 
logic comes to the fore in the relationship between voters and their rep-
resentatives, but also in the supposition that voters cast their vote out of 
a selfless dedication to a larger ideal of a societal good. Such expecta-
tions of selfless dedication on the part of supposedly disinterested voters 
points to a paradox inherent in liberal democracy as a governing ideol-
ogy: that expectations of a great social investment exist alongside an 
apparent denial of sociality. 

Despite this paradox, the dominant model for good governance holds 
on to the pretense of abstraction, impersonality, and asociality (Pilia-
vsky 2014). It thus leaves analyses of evident relationality in politics and 
electoral processes—such as the patronage politics that is the focus of 
much contemporary scholarship on Indonesian politics and govern-
ance—stuck with the sterile, cold, and incomplete language of clien-
telism. In such rational-choice-tinged analyses, gifts with all their possi-
ble moral connotations of affirmation and maintenance of mutuality and 
intimacy can only ever be read as bribes. Similarly, hierarchical political 
relationships can only ever be understood as exploitative and transac-
tional. Against these restricted and partial analyses, the recent literature 
on patronage and hierarchy (e.g. Ansell 2010; Haynes and Hickel 2016; 
Keeler 2017; Peacock 2015; Piliavsky 2021) poses a welcome challenge 
to the dominant models of good governance by emphasizing the moral 
logic inherent in many hierarchical political arrangements, and by show-
ing that patronage, for many, actually serves as a model of good society. 

This brings us, again, back to Salean. During the first few years of 
experimentation with the newly installed system of direct district-head 
elections, voters in Kupang were very eager to participate in the repre-
sentational logic of liberal democracy. Proclaiming themselves to be “cit-
izens of NTT” or Indonesia with the right to vote, they cast themselves 
as vote-bearing “possessive individuals” (Macpherson 1962; see also An-
sell 2018) who deserved to be seen and cared about as citizens rather 
than treated as members of clientelist cliques. They wanted affordable 
tuition, accessible healthcare, and no inflation on the prices of household 
necessities. In contrast to suspicions that they were “still stupid” or “not 
yet ready,” voters in Kupang showed themselves to be more than ready 
for liberal democracy and its promise of progress. 

But this progress never materialized. Tuition and healthcare re-
mained expensive for most, and the prices of essential food stuffs and 
gas only went up. Politicians failed to represent the interests of their 
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constituencies, and newly elected district heads seemed to forget about 
their campaign promises as soon as the elections were over (Tidey 2018). 
In short, the recognition and reciprocity so foundational to care in Ku-
pang were nowhere to be found. To make matters worse, the only kind of 
care that people in Kupang had been able to reliably count on, the giving 
city’s steady expansion of civil service as a part of the national govern-
ment’s regular redistribution of resources to ensure state coherence, was 
now threatened. The notion of the good in good governance, after all, 
was informed by an economic liberal impetus that prioritized efficiency 
and lean states. In short, under the new institutional arrangement of lib-
eral democracy, people felt unseen and uncared for. In many ways, they 
appeared to have gotten the worst of all worlds: they missed out on the 
liberal democratic promise of care as well as the caring responsibility of 
the giving city. 

Against this background, the renewed appeal of someone like Salean 
becomes more understandable. Already in the late 2000s, a nostalgia for 
Suharto’s New Order was steadily growing among Indonesians. In Ku-
pang, this longing for a strong Bapak was only strengthened when Adoe 
failed to embody possibilities for democratic change, but also proved 
an unsuccessful Bapak in the organicist family-oriented tradition of the 
New Order. Salean in contrast offered an approach to governing remi-
niscent of a father-figure from the New Order, one willing to quell any 
infighting among competing political factions while drawing on the car-
ing responsibility of Kupangese fatherhood to remind him of the impor-
tance to respond to those in need. He also had years of experience navi-
gating the opaque landscape of Kupangese bureaucracy. In other words, 
he offered competence and care. 

It would be wrong to claim Salean’s mayoral win indicated that voters 
were unprepared for the democratic process, or to frame it in clientelist 
terms of cold transactional logic. In a political context devoid of care and 
relational morality, a vote for Salean might well have constituted a vote 
for care. In 2007, he lost because of his well-known transgression of the 
balance between care and corruption: he unapologetically pursued self-
aggrandizement instead of displaying the selfless munificence befitting 
patrons and demonstrating the caring responsibility towards others that 
turns potentially corrupt acts into ones of care. His election in 2012 sug-
gests that people expected his defeat and ensuing political humiliation 
to have taught him how to better perform this balancing act. He might 
still be inclined to look out for himself, but if he fails to look out for his 
constituents, they are likely vote him out again. 
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Kupang’s embrace of Salean is best understood as choosing the pos-
sibility of attaining a good life under an ideology of governance that 
lacked the inextricable necessity of care. In other words, Salean’s victory 
was not an endorsement of corruption, but an attempt to escape a lack of 
care created by good governance. As late liberal democracies increasingly 
betray a core moral principle that elected officials act on behalf of citi-
zens through a recognition of their needs and the proper reciprocation to 
ensure those needs are met, citizens no doubt feel evermore betrayed. To 
dissatisfied voters who feel uncared for and excluded from even the most 
basic of benefits, the liberal democratic governance with an emphasis on 
economic efficiency seems like one that might function all the better if 
it did not have to deal with the existence of actual people: a democratic 
system in which the demos itself presents a problem to democracy. 

For those who consider political progress in terms of crafting a kind 
of political care that is founded in recognition—in feeling as though one 
is seen—Kupangese do not appear to be all that different from similarly 
positioned citizens in what are called Western democracies, where we 
could also frame the contemporary appeal of leftist or rightist reformers 
in terms of a desire on the part of voters to be seen when political care 
is lacking. Furthermore, just as voters in provincial urban Kupang are 
willing to put up with a candidate who is known for his corruption, it is 
increasingly apparent that voters elsewhere are similarly willing to accept 
a certain degree of corruption, collusion, or nepotism as long as they feel 
recognized and cared for. 

Discerning Alternative Visions of a Governmental Good

Amidst this ostensible failure of the project of good governance, where 
is the alternative vision of a governmental good? I propose we chart our 
search for such alternatives around three questions. 

First, we need to attend to the fraught question of legitimacy in the 
ethically complex reality into which anti-corruption efforts were insert-
ed, a reality which I have portrayed throughout this book in terms of a 
moral-ethical assemblage (Zigon 2011). Here, I want to recall Pardo’s 
(2013) insight about the ever-present possibility for a discrepancy be-
tween legality and morality, by which he means that what is legal is not 
necessarily popularly perceived as moral and vice versa. Laws and regula-
tions, in other words, derive their legitimacy not solely from their legal 
status but also, and more importantly, from the extent to which they are 
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considered to be moral. The legalistic shape that anti-corruption efforts 
took failed to secure their legitimacy by neglecting morality. Just as We-
ber had long ago observed about the rational-legal nature of modernity, 
these anti-corruption efforts failed precisely because they continued mo-
dernity’s conceit that legality and legitimacy can be equated (D’Entréves 
1963). 

In this book, I outlined an alternative vision of the governmental 
good by attending to this neglected dimension of morality. Starting from 
Kupang as a particularly situated sedimentation of a much larger moral-
ethical assemblage—one of different, sometimes contrasting, and some-
times overlapping institutional, discursive, and embodied moralities—I 
presented an image of a governmental good rooted in an ethos of care 
and exchange. In contrast to the ethos of leanness proposed by liberal 
good governance that finds but a few feeble points of resonance within 
this moral-ethical assemblage, and virtually no grounding in Kupang at 
all, this ethos of care and exchange resonates across the assemblage, add-
ing to its legitimacy. We can trace it from the intra-familial moral engine 
of a caring responsibility to the Indonesian state ideology of Pancasila; 
from the now-outdated anti-corruption legislation that emphasized 
public interest over public office to the ideology of familyism in both 
its revolutionary and New Order organicist guises. This alternative gov-
ernmental good, then, is one rooted in relationality and care, in which 
corruption becomes not a transgression of public-private boundaries but 
a transgression of the fine balance between acceptable and unacceptable 
ways of responding to the pull of relationality—a transgression of care.

To be sure, I am not claiming that this outline of an alternative image 
of a governmental good is the only one we can trace from the complex 
moral-ethical assemblage in which good governance arrived in Indo-
nesia. Religion offers powerful institutional, discursive, and embodied 
moralities for the many Muslim, Protestant, Catholic, and Hindu Indo-
nesians in ways that I do not fully do justice to here. For example, Islamic 
political theories of state formation and organicism have presented per-
suasive institutional moral contrast to liberal democracy since the very 
conception of Indonesian nationalism in the late nineteenth century and 
continue to do so today (Bourchier 2015). Marxist ideas of the govern-
mental good, while effectively having lost political standing after the 
New Order communist purges, continue to haunt political debates if 
only as a specter against which to protect the body politic. While I do 
not exhaust all possible ways in which we can trace connections between 
the many nodes in this moral-ethical assemblage and imagine alternative 



Ethics or the Right Thing?

170

images of a governmental good, the existence of these possibilities only 
reinforces the need for attending to the situated moral complexity in 
which the legitimation of anti-corruption efforts take shape. 

Second, we need to keep in view questions of substantive justice. By 
favoring legalistic understandings of corruption, the current public of-
fice approach to corruption tends to forgo more substantive questions of 
what counts as good, just, or fair (Philp 1997). For example, when civil 
servants are preoccupied with adherence to the form of anti-corruption 
in the documents of in a state construction-project tender, the current 
battle of anti-corruption is one primarily waged in the realm of appear-
ances and has as its prize the production and reproduction of boundaries 
between public and private. In doing so, it safeguards what Peter Bratsis 
(2003) refers to as the public realm’s illusion of purity, while excluding 
from political ontology more substantive questions of what ought to be 
or what might be conceived of as political goods. As we have seen, plenty 
of people in Kupang are well aware that public realm purity is a fiction 
and not at all surprised that private interests may influence one’s profes-
sional conduct. This is not considered to be problematic and does not 
rise to the charge of corruption as long as a sense of the common good 
is kept in view. The adulteration of the public-private distinction is not 
the main concern people have with corruption. Instead, as Rika, a civil 
servant we met in Chapter two, said: “the important thing is that there 
has to be a balance.”

Connected to this question of substantive justice is the question of 
the redistribution of resources, especially to relatively poor regions where 
“hungry season” is still an expected regular occurrence. I have posited 
here that care is grounded in recognition and substantive reciprocity. The 
occasional expansion of the state apparatus that Van Klinken described 
as a form of “state socialism” (2014: 10), and which has facilitated Ku-
pang’s tenuous incorporation into the fragile fabric of the nation-state, 
as well as its position as the provider of locally worthy personhood, ap-
pears to be but a poor substitute for real recognition and, by extension, 
care. This state expansion may have proven to be an effective strategy 
for quieting regional rebellions and dissatisfaction since the founding 
of the Indonesian nation-state but it does not engender long-term rela-
tionships of trust and belonging. As with gubernatorial candidates who 
think casually handing out rupiah bills to market vendors would suf-
fice to ensure their loyalty on election day (Tidey 2018), it does not 
evoke a sense of being seen or taken seriously. As Tante Mientje’s family 
members will confirm, by giving the absolute bare minimum required 
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for a performance of recognition one conveys only the bare minimum of 
care. When the idea of Jakarta is viewed with suspicion by Kupangese, 
who prefer to keep things local, and openly rebelled against by separa-
tist movements from Indonesia’s westernmost to easternmost regions, 
the question of care, and along with it, of recognition and substantive 
reciprocity, should be central to discussions of how to ensure Indonesian 
national cohesion and belonging.

Finally, a third point to consider when contemplating alternative vi-
sions of a governmental good pertains to the question of who gets to 
decide on which visions of such a good to pursue. While politicians can 
make persuasive cases for particular versions of a governmental good and 
scholars can offer critical contextualization of such views and perhaps 
offer some of their own, I propose we leave the decision-making power 
to those sometimes described as “not yet ready” and “still stupid.” Voters 
may elect a known corruptor to the position of mayor, or president, after 
previously having elected a candidate who represented liberal democrat-
ic progress but in doing so may also display a more astute understanding 
of the potential emptiness of promises of progress. Instead of finding 
hope for good governance in the teleological temporality of the liberal 
progress narrative, we might, instead, appreciate the rhythmic temporal-
ity of regular election cycles. Knowing one can vote for a new mayor, 
governor, or president at regular intervals is perhaps the most comfort-
ing source of hope for a governmental good that many of us have. 
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