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How do we know a successful defense minister when we see one? 
Retired general Prabowo 

Subianto does not appear 
to have hit the ground 

running as defense minister. 
Last week, durin g his first pub
lic hearing with Hous e of Repre
sentatives Commission 1, which 
oversees, among other matters , 
defense, he acknowledged he was 
still "taking stock" of the numer 
ous defense challenges. 

This is perhaps why he did not 
propose anything fundamentally 
different from his predecessors. 
His presentation of Indonesia 's 
strategic outlook ("defensive, not 
offensive"), broad goals ("han
dling three hot spots simultane
ously") or basic defense posture 
are essentially decades -old ideas. 

Some are also skeptical of his 
underdevelop ed notion of reviving 
the Total People's Defense system 
and his insistence on keepin g bud
get details away from public scru
tiny, although he probably gave de
tails of his work plan to lawmakers 
in a closed-door meetin g. 

But the bigger question is, how 
should we measure Prabowo's 
tenure as defense minister in 

Pres ident Joko "Jokowi " Wido
do's second Cabinet? 

The defense minist er has es
sentially four overlapping roles: 
chief defense bureau cra t, chief 
adviser to the President on na
tional defense, chief civilian rep
resentative of the military and 
chief defense diplomat. For each 
role , we can further assess wheth
er he spends more of his time, en
ergy, and capital on processes or 
outcomes . 

As the chief defe nse bureau
crat, the minister formulates "in
ternal" poli cies of the ministry as 
well as the broader policies of na
tional defense . 

We can ask whether he will fo
cus on improvin g the day-to -day 
mana gement (i.e. bureaucracy) of 
the ministry , or on personnel wel
fare, on technolo gical procure
ment, on operational expe nditur e 
or on research and development 
within the defense bud get. 

As the chief adviser to the Pres
ident on national defense, the 
minister helps implement the 
President's strategic vision and 
advises him on defense-related 
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challenges . 
It is fair to ask whether Prabo

wo will give strictly professional 
advice and implement nothin g 
other than the President's vision, 
or whether he will carry water for 
his own politi cal party . This ques
tion goes to the heart of the state 
of civil-military relations for the 
next five years . 

As the chief civilian represen
tative of th e military , the minis
ter advocates for and manages the 
defense bud get and provides the 
necessary administrative and pol
icy infrastructure for the Indone 
sian Military (TND to perform it 
duti es. 

Without operational com
mand and control of the military, 
to what extent can he align his vi-

sion with those of the generals? 
How can he maintain a balance in 
the complex bargaining between 
individual armed services and be
tween the military and the min
istry over bud get allocations? To 
what extent will he represent the 
military's corporate interests in 
dealin g with the House and th e 
broader bureau cracy, such as the 
coordinating politi cal, legal and 
security affairs minister? 

Finally, as the chief defense dip
lomat , the defense minister repre 
sents the military establishment 
and the Pr esident in various inter
national defense engagements. 

Will he work well and closely 
with the foreign minister to for
mulate and articulate Indonesia 's 
strategic poli cy in the Indo -Pa-

cific? Will he sustain or diminish 
Indonesia 's growing network of 
defense diplomati c activities and 
cooperative engagements? 

How will he manage the TNI's 
procurement of weaponry from 
overseas, especially with an em
bar go from the United States still 
a possibility? How can he ensure 
Indonesia 's strategic environ
ment remains stable and friendly 
despite his own efforts to boost 
the military's force development 
and capa bilities? 

These questions give us a wid
er benchmark than simp ly pick
ing apart every little thin g the 
defense minister says. We need 
to focus on the forest and not the 
trees . 

More importantly, measur 
ing policy performance as whole 
rather than tea -leafreadin g indi 
vidual idiosyncrasies helps build 
a more institutionalized defense 
poli cy-making system. 

It should not matter who the 
President chooses as defense 
minister, whether he is a "full" 
civilian or a retired general. Or 
whether the minister comes from 

a political party, the bureaucracy 
or the "profess ional" realm. 

Since the fall of the New Or
der, we have spent t ime, capital 
and energy on depol iticizing the 
military and ensu ri ng democra t ic 
civilian control. But the defense 
policy-making system has been 
left almost unattended, although 
marginal burea ucrat ic reform 
and structural tinker ing has tak
en place over the past decade . 

Jokowi's predecessor, Susilo 
Barnba ng Yudhoyono, gave his 
full backing to his two defense 
ministers to manage the policy
making process, wh ile he actively 
handheld the military on a daily 
basis . Under Jokow i, however, 
civil-mi litary relat ions and de
fense policy has been on autopilo t 
for the past five years . 

It is time we think of var ious 
"system building" act ivit ies to en
sure that defense policy is no lon
ger at the mercy of pol itical align
ments . As a retired general, sure ly 
Prabowo can recog nize the im
portance of a properly function
ing and professional defense pol
icy-making. 


