
151

The State and Society in Conflict Resolution in 
Indonesia
(Conflict Area of West Kalimantan and Central 
Kalimantan)�

Heru Cahyono
Center for Political Studies

 Indonesian Institute of Sciences 

Introduction

Several bloody communal conflicts shook some areas in Indonesia from 
the late 1990s to early 2000s, including widespread violent conflicts in 
West and Central Kalimantan.� Two groups, the Dayaks and the Malays, 
both asserting their status as indigenous ethnic groups, fought another 
ethnic group, migrants from Madura (the Madurese).�

The disturbances began in late February 2001 in Central Kalimantan. 
Thousands of Dayaks attacked the Madurese. There was violence and 
killing in almost all villages. The disturbances began in Sampit City and 
spread to Kuala Kapuas, Pangkalan Bun and Palangka Raya. More than 
400 Madurese died and 80 000 people were forced to leave Kalimantan 
(Cahyono 2004: 47-48).

�	 This summary is based on a research report by P2P–LIPI. The research was 
conducted by Heru Cahyono, Asvi Warman Adam, Mardyanto Wahyu Tryatmoko 
and Septi Satriani.

�	 These conflicts involved thousands of people and caused a great many to become 
refugees, hundreds to die and hundreds of houses to be razed. 

�	 The ethnic categories in this society cannot be exact because in both areas there 
are many Madurese who can be categorised as ‘indigenous people’; they were 
born and and have lived for decades in Kalimantan. 
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Two years before, in February 1999, a similar disturbance erupted in 
West Kalimantan in the Sambas district. In this conflict, the Dayaks 
helped the Malays to fight the Madurese. An official record has noted 
that 200 people died in this bloody conflict.

Although there are similarities from the point of view of the form of 
the violence, there are differences in the characteristics and sources of 
conflict in both periods of hostility.� Ethnic conflict in West Kalimantan—
particularly between the Dayaks and the Madurese—has a long history 
and has been going on for several decades. Since the 1950s, disputes 
between the Madurese and the Dayaks have continued and there have 
been thousands of people killed on both sides. Historically, it is a 
different situation in Central Kalimantan: there, there have been few 
violent conflicts. There were good social relations between migrants 
and indigenous people, even though these became strained because of 
the Dayaks’ economic hardship. The history of good relations was why 
many people were shocked, and questioned how the disturbances in 
Sampit increased to the point where hundreds of people died. 

One of the analytical problems of this research was find the sources of 
conflict. Conflicts often spread because of a failure to stop the violence. 
In some cases, there have been indications that the state intentionally 
let the conflicts worsen. This research paper analyses the efforts by the 
state and society to resolve conflicts in the short and the long term in 
West and Central Kalimantan. 

Conflict resolution is an attempt to resolve the causes of conflict 
and further to build new and lasting relations between conflicting 
parties. What is needed here is not only visionary leadership but also 
determination by all components of society to halt or prevent the 
conflict. What is needed is a willingness to forgive, to understand, to 

�	 Another similarity is the lack of a dominant culture in both areas. Most inhabitants 
of Central Kalimantan are ethnic Dayaks (1.3 million or 41 per cent of the 
population). The Malays with 1.2 million make up 39.57 per cent, there are 
Chinese (11.33 per cent); Bugis (5 per cent); Javanese (3 per cent) and Madurese 
(2.75 per cent). Central Kalimantan’s inhabitants are Banjarese (24.20 per cent), 
Javanese (18.06 per cent), Dayak Ngaju (18.02 per cent), Dayak Sampit (9.57 per 
cent) and Madurese (3.46 per cent). See Sihbudi and Nurhasim (2001).
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help, to respect the rights of others, to accept differences and for the 
parties to do their duty to society.� Conflict resolution is a scientific 
concept that emphasises the need to see the path to peace as an open 
and democratic process. There are four stages of conflict resolution: 
conflict de-escalation, negotiation, problem solving and peace building 
(Kriesberg 1998; Zartman 1985; Mitchell 1981: 17–34). 

The Role of Society in Conflict Resolution

The rejection of the return of the Madurese in Sambas was stronger 
than in Sampit particularly and in Central Kalimantan generally. The 
rejection was promoted by the Malay Youth Communication Forum 
[Forum Komunikasi Pemuda Melayu (FKPM)]. As it increased in 
influence, FKPM became more dominant, in part because of its 
extensive networking from the village to provincial level. The FKPM is 
the biggest constraint for the Madurese returning to Sambas. 

In contrast, the Sambas Conflict Victims Foundation [Yayasan Korban 
Kerusuhan Sambas (YKKS)] has striven to return the Madurese to 
Sambas. However, it does not have strong networks nor was it able to 
influence public opinion and government policy. Moreover, they did 
not have a strong ‘patron’ in the legislature and failed to sway the inner 
circle of the district government of West Kalimantan province, which is 
dominated by the Malays. 

The peace situation in Sambas post-conflict has stagnated. As a 
consequence of the strong resistance of the Sambas Malays to the 
presence of the Madurese, the conflict resolution process has not moved 
from negotiation. This was because of the conflict’s traumas and the 
desire for revenge on the part of the Sambas Malays, which indicates a 
cultural factor that needs to be dealt with. The sentiments remained with 
the Malays; they tended to generalise that all Madurese were guilty in 
the previous conflict and that the Madurese culture and customs cause 
problems for indigenous people. 

�	 See Rusmin Tumanggor, Jaenal Aripin and Imam Soeyoeti, ‘Dinamika Konflik 
Etnis dan Agama di Lima Wilayah Konflik Indonesia’. http://www.depsos.go.id/
Balitbang.



154

Ten Years Reformasi

Memories of the traumatic conflict and the desire for revenge caused 
the Sambas Malays to build strong barriers to prevent the Madurese 
returning to Malay land. The ‘Sambas Wall’ was supported by the 
elite and at the grass roots. Malay people who had been harmed by the 
Madurese were among those who opposed the return of the Madurese 
to the Sambas region. The elite support came from the Sambas sultanate 
and the District Legislative Assembly [Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat 
Daerah (DPRD)], dominated by the Malays. The Malay majority in the 
DPRD will hinder the making of the District Legislation (Peraturan 
Daerah/Perda), which supports conflict resolution that is more just 
for the Madurese in the refugee camp. It is not to be expected that the 
DPRD will support the return of the Madurese to Sambas. Other parties 
who rejected the Madurese were those with a vested interest in the land 
that was left by the Madurese. 

There were three groups resisting the return of the Madurese: the Malay 
Youth Communication Forum, the politicians and those who were 
interested in the land left by the Madurese. Youth groups and politicians 
have taken the harder line.

Resistance to the return of he Madurese was strong in Sambas; however, 
it was a different situation in Sampit particularly and Central Kalimantan 
generally. In neither region was there strong resistance because Central 
Kalimantan society is more heterogeneous; it comprises three groups: 
the Christian Dayaks, the Kaharingan Dayaks and the Muslim Dayaks. 
The groups that take a hard line are small elite groups and those whose 
families suffered directly at the hands of the Madurese during the 
conflicts, or those who simply thought poorly of the Madurese. 

Not all the Madurese and the Dayaks were involved in the disturbance. 
In the conflict de-escalation, there were people who helped others to 
reduce the number of victims or to ameliorate their plight. Moreover, 
not all the Madurese had to leave their villages, some were protected by 
Dayaks. Some Madurese, who have returned to Sampit, are convinced 
that their wealth, which is temporarily held by their Dayak compatriots, 
is still safe. This indicates that family bonds and inter-ethnic cooperation 
is still strong in Central Kalimantan. 
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In contrast, this research has found that the push for the return of the 
Madurese to Central Kalimantan is very strong. In Sampit, there is the 
Muslim Youth Association for the Defence of the Community [Ikatan 
Pemuda Muslim Pembela Umat (IPMPU)]—established in 2002—that 
is supported indirectly by the Muslim members of the East Kotawaringin 
DPRD. They endorsed the Madurese efforts to return to Sampit.� Another 
organisation which has striven to allow the return of the Madurese is the 
Communication Forum of Central Kalimantan Conflict Victims [Forum 
Komunikasi Korban Kerusuhan Kalteng (FK4)]. 

In the post-conflict era, people from other ethnic groups felt the loss of 
the Madurese who had left Central Kalimantan. The uncertainties of 
the economy and the increase in criminality encouraged some religious 
leaders in Sampit to help overcome the conflict. The emergence of the 
IPMPU, pioneered by religious leaders from many ethnic groups, is an 
important phenomenon in the restoration efforts of Sampit City. The 
establishment of the IPMPU was a supporting factor in the successful 
return of the Madurese to Sampit. The IPMPU’s presence hindered 
indirectly the hardline groups in Sampit. The IPMPU was seen as an 
informal, temporary organisation; however, a closer look shows that 
this Muslim organisation was supported by the political elite in the East 
Kotawaringin DPRD at that time, as well as by the Madurese elites. 
The presence of the Muslim Dayaks, who supported the reintegration 
process, has shown that Dayaks do not speak as one when they deal 
with the Madurese in Central Kalimantan.

The Role of the State in Conflict Resolution

The role of the state in resolving the conflict in Sambas was relatively 
weak, except at the early stage of conflict de-escalation and it was not 
very successful. The state intervened for humanitarian reasons; however, 
its role was limited to dealing with returning refugees and protecting 
Madurese assets. Nevertheless, the protection of the Madurese land and 
other assets was not successful because these were controlled by other 
parties. 
�	 However, their efforts were hindered when a karaoke bar was burned down in 

Sampit and this group was accused of being responsible. 
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At the de-escalation stage of the conflict, the state played almost no 
part in the short term; for instance, it did little to control or to prevent 
a massive and destructive conflict escalation and to stop the violence 
quickly. In the longer term, the state was not able to fulfil its role in 
conflict de-escalation. This finding is based on the local situation in 
Sambas district that has not changed much. At the time, hatred of the 
Madurese was still strong and was intentionally maintained by the 
Malay group (grassroots, formal and informal leaders). In the longer 
term, the state was not able to solve the problems and to ensure justice 
for the Madurese. Its part in the conflict resolution satisfied one party 
only, the Sambas Malays. 

In the conflict de-escalation stage, the state intervened to stop the killing. 
It sent in the army to control or stop the conflict, to reduce the number 
of casualties and to dispense humanitarian aid. Using the army was 
not successful because the general intervention policies were unclear 
and because the command structure of the security forces was poorly 
organised.

The government’s humanitarian programs for refugees in both provinces 
were conducted differently. Refugees from Sambas were placed in other 
parts of West Kalimantan where there were indications that the programs 
to help returning refugees; like land procurement and the building of 
barracks, was hampered by internecine disputes between government 
agencies and also by poor communication between provincial and district 
governments. However, after the Sampit disturbance in 2001, refugees 
who were sent to East Java and Madura have created new problems 
for local government. That is why the Sampit case has been seen as an 
inter-province problem compared with Sambas, which was seen as an 
intra-province problem. It is interesting to note that conflict resolution 
in Central Kalimantan not only involved local governments in Central 
Kalimantan and East Java, but also in East and South Kalimantan, 
which where very active in resolving the conflict between the Dayaks 
and the Madurese. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations
The prevention of the return of the Madurese to Sambas was organised 
by the Sambas Youth Communication Forum (Forum Komunikasi 
Pemuda Sambas) and showed that there was a shift in conflict dynamics 
from emotion to well-planned action. This activity was supported by 
networking among elites, bureaucrats and the Sambas Malay society in 
this district. There was also a political reconfiguration at the local level, 
which was dominated by the Malay ethnic group. Therefore, politically, 
Sambas society became homogeneous but Central Kalimantan society 
more heterogeneous, comprising Christians, Muslims and Kaharingan 
Dayaks.

When the field research field was done in 2006, conflicts in both regions 
had finished. In East Kotawaringin district (Sampit) for instance, the 
Madurese had returned to their land, but in the Sambas district they were 
still barred. Drawing on the Kriesberg theory that conflict resolution 
has four stages, it can be concluded that Central Kalimantan society is 
more developed than West Kalimantan. The Sampit case has entered 
its third stage, but Sambas is still at the second stage. It is argued that 
Kriesberg’s four stages of conflict resolution are not absolute: one stage 
does not automatically begin when the previous stage finishes. 

Table 1
Comparative Analysis of Conflict Resolution Development in West Kalimantan 

and Central Kalimantan

Sambas, West Kalimantan Sampit, Central Kalimantan
1	
Conflict data

•	 200 people died, 
30 000 refugees.

•	 Refuge location in 
West Kalimantan.

•	 400 people died, 
100 000 refugees. 

•	 Refuge location in East Java.

2	
Post-conflict 
condition 

•	 The Madurese were 
refused entry to Sambas.

•	 The Madurese 
returned gradually. 
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3	
State role

De-escalation stage
•	 Security forces did not 

act quickly to prevent 
conflict escalation.

Humanitarian intervention stage
•	 Refugees placement became 

a project of West Kalimantan 
province. Sambas district 
was not involved. 

Political negotiation stage
•	 Did not run well. Only small 

negotiations run by provincial 
government and local police.

De-escalation stage
•	 Security forces did not 

act quickly to prevent 
conflict escalation. 

Humanitarian intervention stage
•	 Most of refugees were 

placed in East Java. 
•	 Central government prepared 

sea transport (Pelni and TNI-
AL) to evacuate refugees. 

Political negotiation stage
•	 National support through 

meetings in Jakarta, Yog
yakarta, Malang, Bangkalan. 

•	 Elite’s interest because 
the refugees have 
supporters in East Java. 

•	 East Java local government 
hesitated to accept 
Sampit refugees. 

4	
Society role 

•	 One group (FKPM), which 
refused to cooperate in 
conflict resolution, had 
very strong connections to 
formal elites (bureaucrats, 
DPRD) at provincial and 
district level and to the 
informal elite (Sambas 
sultanate) and also strong 
support in Sambas society. 

•	 Groups that supported 
conflict resolution did not 
have strong networks. They 
only had strong connections 
with the Madurese refugees. 

•	 NGO role: partial and 
there was project rivalry. 

•	 The returning refugees are 
concentrated in cities. 

•	 There was almost no 
group that refused conflict 
resolution. There were hard-
line groups only among 
several Christian Dayak 
elites. There are hardliners 
at the grassroots, those who 
had family members killed 
or had had bad experiences 
with the Madurese.

•	 Groups that supported conflict 
resolution: FK4 played 
significant role. Religious 
institutions (FPMPU) also 
played important roles 
supported by the Madurese 
and the Dayak Muslims.

•	 NGO role: good cooperation.
•	 Returning refugees are 

concentrated in villages.
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5	
The dynamic 
relations of 
society and 
state

•	 Post-conflict: district scope.
•	 Political power became 

homogeneous: 
(i) building of ‘Sambas Wall’, 
and 
(ii) sultanate became 
strongly resistant to the 
return of the Madurese. 

•	 The development of the 
region: the elite’s and 
society’s interest were 
accommodated and there was 
an equitable division of inter 
ethnic spheres of power. 

•	 Post-conflict: 
provincial scope. 

•	 (i) Political powers are still 
heterogeneous; and 
(ii) local leaders [demang] 
have roles in organising the 
return of the Madurese. 

•	 The development of regions: 
many elites were included 
in government structures. 
Development issues caused 
Dayak society to refuse to 
let the Madurese return. 
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