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Collective violence has somewhat dissipated since the early years of the push for 
democratisation in Indonesia, although larger tensions remain in two of its 
resource-rich border regions: Aceh and Papua. However, Indonesia’s peripheral 
islands and border regions constitute an important lens for understanding the 
intersection between contestation, centripetal and centrifugal statebuilding 
forces, and processes of development and policy formulation. These dynamics—
in particular the interplay between history, power-relations, rent-seeking 
behaviours, inequalities, and the continuities and disjunctures between these 
over time and space—are explored through the case of Central Sulawesi in 
Indonesia on Sulawesi island, one of the two islands (with Borneo) that form the 
archipelagic border to the Philippines to the north. Central Sulawesi province, 
with many of its institutional structures and boundaries rooted in Dutch 
Colonialism, sits at the frontier of the largely Christian northern part of Sulawesi 
island and the predominantly Muslim south. The paper, drawing on comparative 
lessons from Poso (the site of violent conflict) and neighbouring regions in the 
province, argues that conflict was underpinned by breakdown in power-sharing 
relationships, horizontal inequalities, inter-group competition, the rent-seeking 
behaviour of local leaders, and an absence of effective interventions. Religious 
identity gained both political salience at the onset of the conflict and symbolic 
significance in the repertoire of violence used during mobilisation. These 
dynamics were compounded by both mobilisation discourse that linked past 
tensions and present issues, and by geography: ethno-religious groups became 
spatially and political concentrated during the conflict and with the splitting of 
administrative areas under Indonesia’s decentralisation laws. The entry of 
outside forces from Java and other conflict areas—with networks of 
international groups espousing jihadist and other extremist ideologies—linked 
local issues in Poso with national, and international discourse and tensions, 
giving Indonesia’s conflict regions geopolitical significance. Following military 
intervention, among others, local initiatives were introduced to reduce 
inequalities, spurring a similar national development focus in mitigating 
disparities. This paper argues both the local and local-supra local conflict 
dynamics in frontier and border regions have influenced national security and 
development policies, among others. Exploring frontier dynamics and 
contestation is important for better understanding how development and 
statebuilding processes are not merely a result of top-down policies, but rather a 
two-way process, and that local arenas are in themselves spaces of political, 
social and economic change that shape development trajectories.   
 


