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ABSTRACT

Many countries have proven that they could rise from the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet, each country has different results in
overcoming this pandemic due to some factors, specifically their leaders' role in responding to this pandemic. In Indonesia,
Jokowi, as the official president has played central role in responding to the pandemic through his leadership. The rise of populist
leaders in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic has become the main topic of holistic discussions among political scholars.
This research aims to describe and analyse how Jokowi's populist leadership respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. This research
uses the two-part populist leaders framework in making decisions amidst the COVID-19 pandemic by Brett Meyer to classify
Jokowi’s initial responses to the COVID-19 pandemic; and it is further developed through one of the populist types of framing,
Cultural Populism. This research concludes that Jokowi's initial responses to the COVID-19 pandemic are a form of
downplaying, and most of them are classified as cultural populism. However, worsening cases causes a significant shift in
Jokowi's responses, making them harsher by means of the enforcement of illiberal policies. He takes advantage of the crisis in
the name of emergency, which results in the decline of democracy and violations of the Human Rights and the Freedom of

Speech.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Since discovered in early 2020, the COVID-19
pandemic has become a severe problem globally.
Governments worldwide have struggled to prevent the spread
of the virus and the worsening of economic development. Yet,
many countries have proven that they can rise from this non-
natural disaster, though they could not perfectly restore their
initial condition. However, some countries have done better.
China is known as the initial source of the COVID-19
pandemic. However, their initial responses to this virus were
significantly faster than other countries [1]. Next to China is
Vietnam, a country with limited resources. Vietnam has
proven that they could survive amidst the global pandemic
[2]. In contrast, some countries are still suffering from this
pandemic due to their late responses, such as Myanmar [3]
and Indonesia[4].

As a country that is well-recognized as the world's
fourth-largest population, Indonesia is very vulnerable to this
pandemic because this deadly virus has a great potential to
claim the lives of numerous people, and indirectly threaten
the security of the neighboring countries [5]. That being said,
Indonesia's approach to solving this problem is pivotal not
only for citizens' survival but also for the success of the
worldwide campaign against COVID-19. However, the fact
has shown that by July 2021, Indonesia has become the
world's top five countries with the highest daily cases of
COVID-19 [6]. Studies suggest that Indonesia was rather late

in taking initial actions in response to this pandemic [4], [7],

(8].

In this case, the official president of Indonesia, Joko
Widodo (Jokowi) plays a central role. His leadership is highly
influential in determining the policy outcomes. In the world
of politics, discussing the leadership style of the political elite
cannot be separated from the term populist leadership style.
Some political scholar argue that populist leaders take weak
actions in handling a crisis [9], [10]. However, others argue
differently [11]. Populism is a “thin ideology” with two
components: the idea of a good people pitted against a corrupt
elite; and the belief that politics should be an expression of
the will of the people [12]. Since the COVID-19 pandemic
spread in Indonesia, the studies on how populist leaders
respond to the global pandemic have increasingly shown
positive growth[13]-[15], including some studies related to
populist local leaders’ actions during the pandemic [16], [17],
which explains how local leaders are utilizing crises to build
their electability. On a national level, some political scholars
also discuss Jokowi's populist leadership and his failure to
handle the crisis [18], [19]. They argue that the increase of
COVID-19 cases in Indonesia is the result of Jokowi's
populist leadership. It has caused the executive's failure to
develop a better disaster mitigation response, and the late
response in controlling the virus.
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2. FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH METHOD
2.1 Framework

The author will develop the idea of populism studies
amidst a crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic—in this
case—Jokowi as the president of Indonesia. Initially, the
authors planned to use the two-part populist leaders'
framework in determining the decisions taken amidst the
COVID-19 pandemic which is developed by Brett Meyer
from 'Tony Blair Institute for Global Change' to classify
Jokowi's decision in responding to the pandemic [20]. Brett
Meyer argues that: 1.) leaders can downplay the crisis or take
it seriously; and 2.) if they take it seriously, they can make
either liberal or illiberal policies and enforcement responses.

Figure 1. The two-part populist leaders' decision tree for
COVID-19 response framework

Downplay

Serious

4

Liberal

Iliberal

Source: [20]

Brett Meyer explains that there are two initial
reactions given by populist leaders in facing the COVID-19
pandemic. Firstly, they prefer to downplay the threat of this
epidemic. This can be seen in their policy reactions and how
they behave in public. These are the three signs: 1.) The
rejection of existing case reports 2.) The failure to implement
the initial restrictions 3.) The downplaying of actors trying to
advocate for a more robust approach against the pandemic.
Secondly, leaders may prefer to take serious actions in
controlling the COVID-19 pandemic. They could still take
various action within the scope of their power during an
emergency or within the predisposition of their requirement
measures. If the size of this power expand or their
requirements are one-sided against the groups of people with
which the government has continuous strife, authors classify
this reaction as an "illiberal” response.

There are three characteristics that must be
possessed by a leader for him to be considered as having made
a serious but illiberal policy in response to the emergency.
Firstly, if the leader abuses power in the name of crisis with a
few limitations in scope and length, like Hungary's power
during an emergency bill [21]. Secondly, a moment of
illiberal reaction is one with an unreasonable and merciless
requirements, such as Rodrigo Duterte's "shoot to kill" policy
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for anybody refusing to comply with the social
restriction[22]. Third, the illiberal reaction uses enforcement
in a biased way, such as taking hostile actions toward
independent media or other government adversaries. Liberal
responses tend to utilize power in the name of crisis to put
several proper enforcement measures in effect to solve a
current issue, that are commonly free of political bias.

Subsequently, after the authors establishes the
classification of Jokowi's actions in responding to the
COVID-19 pandemic, this research will further identify
whether Jokowi's leadership during the pandemic can be
identified as populism according to Cas Mudde’s Ideational
Approach [12]. Mudde classifies populist leaders based on
their leadership's frame in politics, namely whether their
frame is deemed to have existential conflict among the ‘true
people’ on the one hand and separation between insider (true
people) and outsider groups (the others) on the other [23].

Populists  constructed  themselves as  the
manifestation of ‘the people’; they claim themselves as the
representative of the people. Commonly, populists have a
terrible attitude in politics, often swear, display political
inaccuracy and, usually, tend to dismiss the stiff dialect of
technocratic politics [24]-[26]. They are skilled in rejecting
political rightness, shunning information produced by experts
and admiring the wisdom of regular people [27].
Additionally, populist policies attempt to connect their
actions with the local culture of the people [28]. Populist
leaders tend to silence scientific evidences and reject the
presence of experts who are presenting the data that is
different from their beliefs; therefore, the character of Anti-
science is prominent among populists [29]. Anti-science
populist leaders emerge as a result of the complex needs
between political and economic stability [30].

In determining the type of populism, the actors who
are considered as “the people” and “the others”, and the “key
themes”, will be taken into consideration. Authors will
identify Jokowi's leadership and Indonesia's central
government responses based on these three general types of
populism: Cultural, Socio-Economic, and Anti-Establishment
[31].

Table 1. Three Types of Populists Frame in a 'Us vs. Them'

Conflict
Cultural Socio-economic Anti-Establishment
Populism Populism Populism
The People ‘Native' members  Hardworking, Hardworking,
of the nation honest members honest victims of
state of the working a state run by
class, which may special interests
transcend national
boundaries
The Others Non-natives, Big business, Political elites
criminals, ethnic capital owners, who represent the
and religious foreign or prior regime
minorities, "imperial’ forces
cosmopolitan that prop up an
elites
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international
capitalist system
Key Emphasis on Anti-capitalism, Purging the state
Themes religious working-class from corruption,
traditionalism, law  solidarity, foreign  strong leadership
and order, national ~ business interests to promote
sovereignty, as enemies, often reforms
migrants as joined

enemies

Source: [31]

This research’s objective is to explain and analyse
the transition of Jokowi's response towards this pandemic,
from downplaying to giving serious responses within the
corridor of one of those three populism types. Based on the
data obtained, this research argues that the prevalent type of
populism utilised by Indonesia's central government in
responding to the pandemic, which is observable in the
government's policies, is Cultural Populism (see table 1).
Therefore, in analysing and processing the findings, the
authors will focus on cultural populism to identify the people
(insider), the others (outsider) and the key themes.

2.2 Research Method

This research uses the qualitative research method
by means of case study approach [32], [33]. A case study is
an intensive research approach that describes one or two cases
for a specific purpose in one bounded system through in-
depth and detailed data collection by involving various
available sources of information [32], [34]. In the context of
this research, Jokowi's populist leadership amidst the
COVID-19 Pandemic shall constitute a case study.

This research explains a significant shift in Jokowi’s
responses in controlling this pandemic through the
perspective of three populism types (see table 1); Jokowi is
chosen as a case study because 1.) his leadership initially
downplays this pandemic before shifting to giving serious
responses through illiberal policies due to the worsening
condition. However, this shift does not yield any positive
impacts in terms of the number of cases. It even worsens the
COVID-19 issues in Indonesia, which is currently one of the
world's 5 top countries with the highest cases. His leadership
plays an essential role in taking Indonesia out of this problem.
2.) Some existing works of literature explain Jokowi's
populism amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. However, they are
limited only to one-period case, and do not provide any
explanations about the big shift in his leadership amidst the
crisis; thus, this research will build on those findings.

In this research the data is collected using literature
study aimed at explaining the research objectives. Literature
study is a data collection technique carried out by researchers
by collecting several written sources relating to the research
problems and objectives. This method is used to manage
various relevant information about the case study [35].
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3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Cultural populism response by downplaying the
existing cases

Since first discovered in early 2020, the COVID-19
pandemic in Mainland China has rapidly spread, and in less
than a month, the pandemic has caused a series of events;
from screenings in harbours to total lockdown affecting some
cities. Rapidly growing cases was observed in several
neighbouring countries around China, which then spread at an
alarming rate to several countries globally. Several countries
conducted social restrictions, travel bans, and even lockdown
between January and February. However, Indonesia provided
discounts for international tourists who want to visit
Indonesia’s tourist attractions instead [36].

This decision was based on Jokowi’s claim that
Indonesia has no coronavirus cases due to the virus being
unable to survive in hot weather inside a tropical country like
Indonesia. The claim was also supported by a quote from one
of the American officials who are not even an expert in
infectious disease studies. The claim was further strengthened
by other statements such as one suggesting that Indonesians
are immune to the virus and the self-praise toward the policies
made by him [37]. His actions is construed as Anti-science, a
trait possessed by a populist [18]. His responses have made
the cases in Indonesia worsen.

In early march 2020, Indonesia's government
officially announced the very first case [38]. Instead of
conducting a restriction, Jokowi's prefers to provide socio-
economic assistances for the people. He issued a vague call to
work, study, and pray at home but did not issue a stay-at-
home order. He rejected the suggestions regarding early
prevention proposed by medical experts. Many parties also
criticized him but to no avail [39]. For this reason, just in
March 2020, many local leaders in Indonesia complained
about his decision and asked Jokowi to issue a national
restriction order immediately. Still, Jokowi ignored such
request and prioritized the economic recovery. In the end, five
regions decided to issue their own independent social
restriction order [40]. Jokowi's act of downplaying is a sign
of populism; anti-science tendency, the belief that one is a
dominating party capable of representing ‘the people’, the
failure of the perform initial restriction, and the rejection of
existing case reports.

The sign of populism is also shown by Maa'ruf
Amin, the vice president of Indonesia. Considering his
background, he can be considered as one of the influential
actors in the most prominent Islamic organization named
Nahdatul Ulama. He argued that Indonesian people are
immune to coronavirus because the prayers of Islamic
scholars (Ulema) [41]. He displayed strong traditional
religious values of the cultural populism. Another sign was
shown by Terawan, Indonesia's Minister of Health. He
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rejected the experts’ statements suggesting the existence of
confirmed cases in Indonesia and the suggestion to perform
mitigation measures to prevent worsening condition. He
chose to recommend the Indonesian people to eat healthy
food such as Indonesia's herbal medicine and relax in the
middle of this situation [42]. There is a clear division between
the role of the insider and the outsider in this case. Indonesia's
central government is the insider, while the outsider is the
experts and the people using a strong approach to advocate
for better policies in controlling this pandemic.

3.2 Serious responses through illiberal policies

When the situation worsened, Indonesia's central
government finally implemented more serious responses
in solving the issue. The central government who were in
denial struggled to produce effective policies to control the
crisis. However, the latest trend of the political realm amidst
the COVID-19 pandemic shows that most leaders in several
countries are abusing their power in the name of the
emergency condition. The most well-known case in Europe is
Hungary. The Prime Minister of Hungary has issued an
emergency bill to fight back coronavirus. However, this bill
weakens the right of the parliament in conducting checks and
balance; this bill has also silenced the journalists attempting
to discover facts about the government [21]. Similar cases of
actions which are harmful to democracy, namely illiberal
policies, also occur in nine countries in Southeast Asia,
including Indonesia [43].

Based on the index of democracy published by
Freedom House, Indonesia is listed as partly democratic. The
transition from 2020 to 2021 is the worst since the ranking
goes from 61 to 59. This decline is caused by the abuse of
power by Indonesia's central government and the violation of
freedom of speech [44], [45]. The central government
opposes people criticizing policies related to COVID-19
prevention, such as journalists, activists, experts, and
academics [46]. Indonesia's central government tried to give
serious responses to the cases. One of these responses was by
conducting social restriction. It was not easy for the
government to ensure that all people obey the rules to achieve
social distancing. Despite that fact, utilizing repressive
actions through state apparatus cannot be justified as a proper
action. People were beaten at Labuan Bajo by the West
Manggarai Police. Such case shows human rights violation in
the name of emergency measures [47].

The political issues during the pandemic tend to be
centered around how the government uses its power to solve
this pandemic and maintain stability effectively. Indonesia's
political freedom of speech repression is shown through the
efforts taken to ensure the executive's good image. The police
were asked to be more active and stern in protecting the
president’s image, as ordered by Telegram Number
ST/1100/1V/HUK.7.1/2020 regulating the prohibition to
insult the president and vice president via the internet as such
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act could be considered as a cybercrime that must be
prevented. The perpetrator, according to Article 207 of the
Criminal Code, will be subjected to a detainment for a
maximum of 1 year and 6 months [48]. This law is aimed at
creating a sense of security among the community using the
internet. Under this law, the police must carry out cyber
patrols to prevent fake news about the government's policies
issued to curtail the COVID-19 pandemic.

However, this law has multiple interpretations.
Acting as the insiders who consider the opposition groups as
outsiders, the executives silence people who relentlessly
advocate for stronger government policies in controlling the
pandemic; in short, the outsiders can be considered as
criminals. Ultimately, the public will be afraid to criticize the
government for its inappropriate handling policies. We
consider this action as a restriction of the freedom of speech
of the people. There are some examples of the cases related
to such statement. llyani Sudardjat questioned Indonesia's
government claim suggesting that Indonesia had no corona
cases. Her action was considered as an effort to spread fake
news which may lead to public's panic [49]. Tempo Journalist
experienced doxing and hacking [50]. Detik Journalist
experienced terror, data leak, and threat due to his reports
about the government's performance in controlling the
pandemic. Anyone that harm the government's good image
were attacked and prosecuted even when they were true. This
action clearly harms press freedom and is in violation of Law
Number 40 of 1999 [51].

The target for such action is not limited to
journalists. Ravio Patra, a public policy scientist who
criticized the government's transparency in maintaining
COVID-19 information, allegedly "disappeared™ after being
arrested by the police. After that, his WhatsApp account was
hacked and used to broadcast an incitement to carry out
plundering [52]. Next, the twitter account of Pandu Riono, a
scientist, was hacked after he questioned the COVID-19
vaccine developed by Airlangga University, Indonesian
Army and Indonesian State Intelligence Agency [53].
Democratic consolidation through the cyberspace does not
run well when the government uses state institutions to
silence critical groups. These actions are justified as an effort
to avoid fake news and create public stability amidst crisis.
Such actions can serve as an evidence that 'Stealth
Authoritarianism' is enforced amidst the COVID-19
pandemic. This term is associated with the effort of the
government to hide their authoritarian leadership through a
legal mechanism that seems lawful to be conducted.
However, the fundamental objective is to create illiberal
policies [54]. From several cases above, it can be concluded
that 'the people' are native Indonesians that need to be
protected by the president. Meanwhile, the outsider is a group
of people that criticizes the government's policy.
Furthermore, the key themes that the Indonesian government
made for the public inside the populism framework are
national sovereignty, law and order.
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4. CONCLUSION

Crisis, such as the pandemic, is a multidimensional
disaster that is detrimental to various sectors. The leader of a
country will do whatever it takes to solve this issue as soon as
possible. However, the blame for the failure in controlling the
pandemic cannot be placed solely on the virus itself, but also
the leadership performed by the leader in getting the country
out of the crisis caused by the pandemic. In this case, Jokowi
and Indonesia's central government initially showed the
characteristic of a populist, namely the act of downplaying the
existence of this pandemic. However, when the case
worsened, Jokowi showed a very significant shift in his
responses. The social restrictions were carried out to reduce
the mobilization and prevent the spread of the virus. Still,
these serious actions did not heed the values of democracy
and the policies were illiberal. The policies issued are still
within the frame of cultural populism which harms
democracy. From the democracy index reported in 2020 and
2021, it can be seen that Indonesia experiences the worst
transitional decline of democratic index in the last five years.
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