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This article seeks to examine the material implications of the emergence of an energy justice (energi berkeadilan)
vision in Indonesia, paying particular attention to the state’s spatial practice to achieve such a vision in the form
of rural electrification programs including the deployment of off-grid decentralised renewables. Informed by
semi-structured interviews, participant observation and secondary data analysis, we contribute to the growing

The state . . R . . .
Territory conversations on geographical political economy of energy transitions by closely attending to the multiple space-
Indonesia making processes characterising the Indonesian government’s pursuit of their energy justice vision. Inspired by

Henri Lefebvre’s ideas on state space and territory, we begin by unravelling the historical connection between
the rise of energy justice vision and the Indonesian state attempts to maintain and expand its territorial reach
through rural electrification, as evidenced throughout the country’s contemporary political economies and its
earlier history of postcolonial struggles. We simultaneously unpack various legal mechanisms and instruments
underpinning the government’s efforts to deliver energy justice promises by way of universal electricity access,
demonstrating the centrality of such strategies in the (re)production of state territories. Through inquiring how
energy justice is mobilised by (and for) the Indonesian state, our study illustrates that such everyday state-
making processes entail a calculative technique as another form of territorial intervention that obscures the
reality of socio-spatially uneven and fragmented electricity access in rural Indonesia. Such findings, we suggest,
reveal the contradictions in the state’s repositioning as a main enabler of energy access provision and, more
broadly, a socially just energy transition.

1. Introduction

This article investigates the manifestation of energy justice in
Indonesia, taking the country’s rural electrification development as a
case study. In particular, we critically examine the emergence of the
government-led energy justice (energi berkeadilan) vision under Joko
Widodo’s administration (2014 to present) as an underlying aspiration
for Indonesia’s energy development. One main objective stemming from
such a vision is the improvement of rural electricity access in the
country. This has manifested in the government’s ambition to deliver a
near 100 % rural electrification target by 2019 (MEMR, 2019a). In
recent years, the government has made concerted efforts to achieve this
goal through various strategies such as the provision of state capital to
support grid extension programs by the Indonesian state-owned elec-
tricity company or Perusahaan Listrik Negara (PLN) (Kim, 2021), the

distribution of government-financed off-grid small-scale renewables
(Wirawan and Gultom, 2021) and the enactment of a regulatory
framework to encourage private participation in developing off-grid
renewable electrification projects (Fathoni, 2019; Setyowati, 2021). As
aresult, the recent government’s claim indicates that the country’s rural
electrification ratio has improved considerably, from about 80 % in
2014 to 99 % in 2020 (MEMR, 2020a).

Within the literature, scholars have increasingly paid attention to the
politics of energy transitions in the Global South. In particular, previous
studies have shed light on the ideological contestation between market-
driven neoliberal and state-led developmental approaches to rural
electrification in the developing world (e.g. Byrne et al., 2018; Gore
et al., 2019; Newell and Phillips, 2016; Power et al., 2016). The emer-
gence of off-grid renewables as an alternative to electricity distribution
further disrupts the monopoly of the incumbent, typically state-owned
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company in the sector, as has been documented in the case of South
Africa (Baker et al., 2014; Baker and Phillips, 2019; Baker et al., 2021).
Other studies also reveal the close intertwining of rural electrification
and state-building. For instance, in their recent work in Mozambique,
Power and Kirshner (2019) demonstrate how the extension of an elec-
tricity grid into the country’s rural areas serves to symbolically and
materially denote the state’s presence in and connection to rural com-
munities (see also Kale, 2014 in the case of India). The centrality of
electricity infrastructure as an embodiment of the dominant power
structures (Shamir, 2013) also comes with the prevailing, often state-
sponsored modernist and developmentalist visions associated with the
flow of electricity (Kirshner et al., 2020). Differentiated access to elec-
tricity in turn shapes and (re)configures state-society relations (Winther,
2008; Fathoni et al., 2021; Cross, 2019). Therefore, attending to the
politics of electricity access provision in the Global South can highlight
how energy infrastructures and socio-political dynamics are mutually
constitutive (Gupta, 2015; Shamir, 2013).

Our study aims to demonstrate how efforts to enact socially just
energy transitions through rural electrification in Indonesia are spatially
constituted and serve to constitute spaces to accommodate certain po-
litical economic interests. To better unravel these co-constitutive re-
lationships, we engage with the work of Henri Lefebvre on state space
(Lefebvre, 2009) and his insights on territory (Elden, 2010; Brenner and
Elden, 2009) to contribute to the growing theorisations of geographical
political economy of energy transitions (see Bridge and Gailing, 2020).
To that end, we argue that the rise of energy justice vision can be better
understood through a historical lens that gives attention to the persistent
role of developmentalist rhetoric in postcolonial Indonesia as a mani-
festation of a state spatial project to maintain and expand its territory
through the provision of electricity infrastructure. Simultaneously, we
demonstrate the processes of territorial (re)production underpinning the
Indonesian government’s efforts to deliver energy justice goals by way
of universal electricity access. Integral to these government-led electri-
fication attempts is what Elden (2010) terms “political technology”,
manifested in multiple legal instruments and mechanisms that aim to re-
make modern state territories. As our study also shows, embedded in this
(re)production of state territories is a calculative technique as another
form of territorial intervention that obscures the reality of unequal and
fragmented electricity access distribution in rural Indonesia. Such
everyday state-making processes then lead into what Lefebvre (2009)
suggests as a paradoxical state space — one that is homogenous, frag-
mented and hierarchized all at the same time. Our findings, we argue,
raise questions about the repositioning of the state as a main enabler of
energy access provision and more broadly, a socially just energy tran-
sition (cf. Angel and Loftus, 2019).

This article proceeds as follows. Following the elaboration of our
analytical approach (Section 2), we describe our research methods in
Section 3. In Section 4, we unpack how the rise of energy justice vision is
historically linked to the Indonesian state spatial project to arrange its
territory through electricity infrastructure. We then demonstrate
various legal instruments and interventions to (re)configure state terri-
tories underpinning Indonesia’s rural electrification policies (Section 5).
In Section 6, we shed light on the reality of socio-spatially uneven
electricity access and the role of electrification ratio measurement in
erasing such differences. We end our article with a discussion and
conclusion (Section 7).

2. Analytical framework

In recent years, there is a fast-growing body of work examining the
justice implications of energy transitions in various settings (Jenkins
etal., 2021). Most of these studies on energy justice remain concentrated
in the Global North, while relatively limited yet growing attention has
been paid to the developing world context (Lacey-Barnacle et al., 2020).
Despite its rapid growth, however, energy justice literature has been
subject to several criticisms. Most notably, given the framework’s origin
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in (Western) Europe, scholars have argued for developing a more re-
flexive approach that is attuned to the political economy as well as the
historical contexts in which the pursuit of energy justice unfolds (see
Fuller, 2021; LaBelle, 2017; Smith and High, 2017) - a call especially
pertinent to Global South settings (Castan Broto et al., 2018; Kumar
et al., 2021; Munro et al., 2017; Samarakoon, 2019; Fathoni et al.,
2021). Methodologically, such contextual recognition means better
acknowledging the need to develop a more bottom-up approach to un-
derstand how energy (in)justices materialise on the ground (e.g. Rasch
and Kohne, 2017; Velasco-Herrejon and Bauwens, 2020). Furthermore,
as Bouzarovski and Simcock (2017) suggest, the current con-
ceptualisations of energy justice also tend to be spatially anaemic, often
neglecting the impact of socio-spatial contexts in shaping energy justice
manifestations. Indeed, as recent studies show, issues of scale (Nord-
holm and Sareen, 2021) and place (Bell, 2021) are deeply implicated in
the on-going struggles over energy justice.

While previous work has clearly demonstrated the need for more
geographically-informed accounts of energy justice, we suggest that two
knowledge gaps remain relatively unaddressed. In particular, the main
emphasis within the existing literature is on the constitutive role of
spatial contexts in mediating energy justice, largely overlooking how
attempts to deliver (just) energy transitions contribute to the making of
spaces (cf. Bridge, 2018). This in turn provides an opportunity for closer
examination of the co-constitutive relationships between energy justice
and socio-spatial dynamics. Moreover, as highlighted in the case of
Indonesia, adopting this approach can be productive in unpacking why
energy justice as a vision has been mobilised by the state, and what this
phenomenon means for state-building processes more broadly. To this
end, we follow Walker (2009) in developing an analytical approach that
recognises “spatialities of different forms, of different things and
working at different scales” (page 615) that mutually shape everyday
manifestations of energy justice. In doing so, we also concur with the
scholars who suggest the need to better examine how geography and
justice are closely and continuously co-produced (see for example Har-
vey, 1996; Holifield et al., 2009; Walker and Bulkeley, 2006; Walker,
2009).

To address the aforementioned gaps regarding energy justice, we
draw inspiration from the burgeoning scholarship on energy geogra-
phies. Following the publication of several influential papers within the
field (e.g. Bridge et al., 2013; Calvert, 2016; Huber, 2015; Zimmerer,
2011), scholars have increasingly recognised the constitutive nature of
geographical categories in affecting the trajectory of energy transitions
(see Baka and Vaishnava, 2020 for a latest review). Nevertheless, the
main impetus emerging from this spatial turn in energy research has
been mostly in “acknowledging geographical forms of difference”
(Bridge, 2018, page 12) in relation to energy transitions. Such an
objective tends to retain a Cartesian view of space as static and fixed,
lying relatively external to the process of energy transition (Bridge,
2018). In their recent intervention, Bridge and Gailing (2020) prob-
lematize this tendency, arguing for the reframing of energy transitions as
inherently space-making processes. This geographical political eco-
nomic perspective, they argue, entails the rethinking of geographical
concepts and how they have been brought to bear in energy transitions
research. In particular, this shift foregrounds the co-constitutive re-
lationships by investigating how energy transitions are actively
reworking the existing geographical contexts and vice versa (Bridge and
Gailing, 2020), from which (everyday) struggles surrounding energy
justice manifest on the ground.

Embracing the call from Bridge and Gailing (2020), we mobilise the
concept of territory to analyse the dynamics of energy justice in Indo-
nesia’s rural electrification program. In applying territory as an
analytical lens, we pay particular attention to how its histories and
spatialities are implicated in everyday state formation. To that end, we
first turn our attention to the work of Henri Lefebvre, particularly his
conceptual insights on the dialectic of state space. In a set of selected
essays on the topic, Lefebvre (2009) discussed the co-constitutive
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relations between state and space, by showing the integral role of state
strategies in the re-configuration of diverse socio-spatial settings.
Building on his earlier work on the politics of space (Lefebvre, 1991), he
demonstrated how state-driven spatial policies often result in the
perpetuation of inequalities and uneven outcomes (Lefebvre, 2009).
State space is inherently a political and historical product, prone to the
spatial strategies aimed at contradictorily erasing socio-spatial differ-
ences (Lefebvre, 1991; 2009). For Lefebvre, modern states figure
prominently in this abstracting process, using diverse spatial mecha-
nisms intended to reaffirm their political dominance (Lefebvre, 2009).
Such state practices could amplify what Lefebvre characterises as the
nature of modern state space that is “simultaneously homogenous and
fractured” (Lefebvre, 2009, page 233). Abstracting this contradiction
would also require the (re)entrenching of dominant spatial relations by
the state — thus hierarchizing — as another intrinsic element of modern
state space (Lefebvre, 2009). Such triad characteristics underpinning
modern state space would often be found in the everyday, as the space
where state power is lived and articulated (Lefebvre, 2009).

While the term “territory” did not receive a systematic treatment in
Lefebvre’s writings, Brenner and Elden (2009) have argued for recog-
nising the importance of Lefebvre’s work to inform the existing debates
on territory as an integral dimension of modern state space. Insights
from Lefebvre on state space resonate with the need to be cautious of
what Agnew (1994) terms “territorial trap”, a tendency to assume
modern states exist within static spatial containers. This conceptual shift
requires a more relational lens in understanding territory as both a
material and symbolic basis for state power (e.g. Jonas, 2012; Moore,
2005, see also Hung, 2020). Therefore, territory is better understood as a
“political technology” (Elden, 2010) through problematizing the his-
torical relations between the state and emergent spatial categories. For
Elden (2010), inherent in this re-making of modern state territories are
state-led strategies that manifest beyond political-economic and
political-strategic spheres, yet also within legal and technical realms
(see also Allegra and Maggor, 2022; Ballvé, 2012; Brenner and Elden,
2009; Painter, 2010). This attention to the multiplicity of technical and
legal interventions as a political technology is important to make sense
of the historically and geographically contingent nature of modern state
space and its territorial arrangement. Responding to Lefebvre’s (2009)
characterisation of the contradictory nature of modern state space,
Brenner and Elden (2009) further suggest that integral in this production
of state space is “territory effect” whereby the state attempts to “natu-
ralize (at once to mask and to normalize) its own transformative,
intensely patterning effects upon socio-spatial relations” through its
territorial intervention (Brenner and Elden, 2009, page 354). Under-
stood this way, territory, and therefore state space, is always in the state
of becoming, provisionally reproduced and continually contested
(Painter, 2010).

In mobilising the concept of territory to demonstrate the dialectic
relationships between energy justice and socio-spatial contexts, we use
the Indonesian case study to show how the rise of energy justice vision as
a developmentalist rhetoric in the country is closely tied to the Indo-
nesian state attempts in maintaining and expanding its territorial reach
through rural electrification practice. Following the call to look at state
space and its territorial arrangement through a historical lens (Brenner
and Elden, 2009; Elden, 2010; Lefebvre, 2009), we trace this connection
across Indonesia’s contemporary political economies and earlier post-
colonial struggles. Simultaneously, our study attends to the process of
state territorial (re)production underlying such a state developmentalist
goal, characterised by what Elden (2010) suggests as a “political tech-
nology”, which comprises multiple legal instruments and mechanisms
that underpin the Indonesian government’s ambition to achieve their
energy justice vision through ensuring universal rural electrification. By
further problematizing how energy justice vision is mobilised by the
Indonesian state, our findings highlight the contradictory material out-
comes resulting from the ossification of a state’s role as a main enabler of
electricity access provision (cf. Angel and Loftus, 2019), and also shed
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light on a calculative technique in the form of electrification ratio
measurement as a territorial intervention intended to abstract and mask
such paradoxes. In doing so, we illustrate how such everyday space-
making processes and their energy justice implications are co-
constitutive of the Indonesian state and its (shifting) territorial
boundaries.

3. Methods

In this study, we utilised multiple methods including stakeholder and
community interviews (n = 76), participant observation and secondary
data review. In particular, the lead author conducted the primary data
collection from May to July 2019 in three different locations in
Indonesia: Jakarta, Bali and Sumba Island (Eastern Indonesia). The
fieldwork in Jakarta and Bali comprised semi-structured interviews with
35 stakeholders working in rural electrification and off-grid sectors in
Indonesia, including PLN officials, Ministry of Energy and Mineral Re-
sources (MEMR) representatives, private renewables developers, local
and international NGOs, development aid donors, finance organisations
and academics.

The lead author also undertook fieldwork in rural Sumba Island in
the East Nusa Tenggara province. Sumba Island was chosen due its se-
vere energy access problems, with less than 30 % of its population
having electricity access in 2010 (ADB, 2016). Socio-economically, the
island also remains among one of the poorest regions in Indonesia (Dagi
Consulting, 2018). In response, the Sumba Iconic Island initiative was
first established in 2011 and was subsequently formalised through a
Ministerial decree in 2015 to alleviate rural energy poverty, utilising
renewable energy as a primary source of power generation (ADB, 2016).
Following this designation, multiple projects ranging from the PLN’s
grid extension to off-grid renewables were implemented on Sumba to
improve the island’s rural electrification progress.

For this study, three sites in rural Sumba were selected, and each
represented different approaches to rural electrification. The first site is
the private-led off-grid community-based solar project in a group of
villages located in the southeast coast of Sumba Island (Fig. 1). The
project was funded by the US-based aid agency, the Millennium Chal-
lenge Corporation (MCC) in 2013. The second location is Laipandak
Village, also located in southeast Sumba (Fig. 1). Laipandak was selected
as PLN had extended their grid into the village for the very first time in
the beginning of 2019. The third site consisted of two villages, Maubokul
and Walatungga, where the government-funded off-grid renewables in
the form of solar lantern systems were distributed in early 2019 (Fig. 1).
In all three sites, the first author conducted participant observation,
paying close attention to the dynamics of different rural electrification
schemes initiated by different actors (private company, PLN and the
Ministry/government). Further, the first author conducted 41 semi-
structured interviews with the local stakeholders in Sumba, village
leaders and community members from all sites. Following the primary
data collection, we triangulated the findings from both interviews and
participant observation by undertaking an extensive review of second-
ary data, including policy documents, project reports, academic papers
and more than 100 relevant news articles.

4. Tracing the emergence of energy justice vision in Indonesia: A
historical lens

In response to the call for a more historical understanding of state
space and its territorial form (Brenner and Elden, 2009; Elden, 2010;
Lefebvre, 2009), this section illustrates historically how the emergence
of energy justice vision as a developmentalist rhetoric is intertwined
with the Indonesian state spatial practice in projecting its territorial
reach through development programs such as rural electrification. The
rise of energy justice vision as an embodiment of state developmentalist
goals can be first linked to Indonesia’s Constitution. In particular, Article
33 of the Constitution guarantees the utmost control of natural resources
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Fig. 1. Three site locations in Sumba Island (modified from Google Maps; BPS Sumba Timur, 2019).

by the state in which their utilisation must be directed for the greatest
benefit of all Indonesians. Historically, the distribution of rural elec-
tricity access as a developmental objective has been understood to fall
within the realm of state responsibilities, represented by PLN as a state
electricity company. Further, the fifth principle of social justice within
the nation’s foundational ideology of Pancasila' serves as the basis for
the Indonesian government’s energy justice vision. In that regard,
delivering universal electricity access demonstrates the government’s
objective to meet Pancasila’s spirit of ensuring social justice for all In-
donesians (MEMR, 2019b). Also underpinning the government’s energy
justice objective is a stipulation in Indonesia’s Electricity Law No 30/
2009, which states that electricity must be provided in sufficient quality,
good quantity and at reasonable price for people’s welfare in a just and
equitable manner (Government of Indonesia, 2009). As noted by one key
government official (Interview, 11 June 2019):

“For us who live here in Java Island, we might take this (electricity) for
granted. But that is not the case for Indonesians who live there (in Eastern
Indonesia). I think it is our (government’s) job that they can have lighting
and enjoy affordable electricity.....It is in line with what is (stipulated) in
our Constitution and also Pancasila”

As the above statement indicates, the rise of energy justice vision in
Indonesia is closely entangled with the (re)emergence of a develop-
mental state under Joko Widodo’s leadership and his populist rhetoric
(Davidson, 2016; Guild, 2019; Kim and Sumner, 2019). Under Widodo’s
developmentalist approach, the state spatial intervention to consolidate
state territory (see Lefebvre, 2009) is therefore seen as imperative in
order to alleviate socio-economic disparities that persist in many parts of
Indonesia through extensive infrastructure development. To do so, the
Widodo government has revitalised the role of state-owned enterprises
(SOEs), including PLN, as agents of development (agen pembangunan) in

1 Pancasila represents the philosophical foundation of the modern Indonesian
state. It comprises five principles that are inseparable and interrelated with
each other.
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advancing the country’s development through infrastructure expansion
(Kim, 2018; Ray and Ing, 2016; Warburton, 2018). To reinvigorate
SOEs’ position as agents of development, the central government has
provided several forms of assistance, most notably by allocating a sig-
nificant amount of state capital (Kim, 2018) (see Fig. 2). According to
Kim (2021), between 2015 and 2016, state capital injection into various
Indonesian SOEs was measured at 115.4 trillion rupiah (equivalent to
around USD 7.9 billion) which is almost 5 times larger than the total of
state capital injected during the second tenure of the previous Yud-
hoyono administration (2009 — 2014). In 2016, for example, nearly half
of the total amount of state capital injection into SOEs was allocated to
PLN alone (Hermansyah and Amindoni, 2016). PLN has been tasked to
accomplish a number of infrastructure projects, most notably Widodo’s
ambitious project to deliver additional 35,000 MW of power into the
country’s electricity sector (Guild, 2020). Additionally, the government
has instructed PLN to expand their existing transmission and distribu-
tion networks across the Indonesian archipelago to achieve a near 100 %
rural electrification target (Setkab, 2016; Meilanova, 2020).

In addition to PLN-led grid extension program, the reduction of fuel
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0 - = = m | I I - .

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Fig. 2. State capital injection between 2004 and 2016 (reproduced from Kim,
2018). Note: The Joko Widodo government was first inaugurated in
October 2014.
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subsidies following the decline in global oil price has further enabled the
Widodo government to increase the ministries’ budget and to improve
the spending for funding allocation to local governments (Pradiptyo
etal., 2016; Negara, 2015). For the MEMR, major improvements in their
budget have enabled the Ministry to embark upon a widespread distri-
bution of solar lantern systems, often called the LTSHE (Lampu Tenaga
Surya Hemat Energi) program, to support the government’s rural elec-
trification targets (Singgih, 2018a). With the increased funding devo-
lution via the specific allocation fund scheme or dana alokasi khusus
(DAK), some local governments were also able to construct small-scale
renewables such as community solar and micro-hydropower projects
in many non-electrified rural areas in Indonesia. As a form of state
spatial practice, these government-funded programs were often focused
on rural and remote areas whose locations are deemed outside the reach
of PLN’s existing electricity grid or whose populations are too sparsely
distributed (Interview, 24 May 2019; Kirari et al., 2018).

Scholars have increasingly drawn a historical comparison between
Widodo’s style of governance and the previous New Order regime under
Suharto’s authoritarian rule (Diprose et al., 2019; Fealy, 2020; Power,
2018; Warburton, 2016; 2018). As Warburton (2016) contends, these
“uncanny echoes of the past” (page 315) reflect the pragmatic devel-
opmental approach that took place during the New Order era. Dubbed
the “Father of Development”, President Suharto had emphasised the
need for national economic transformation through the prioritisation of
infrastructure-based projects (Hill, 2000; Hill and Narjoko, 2010; War-
burton, 2016). Often invoking Pancasila’s principle of social justice for
all Indonesians, the New Order regime was also known for its pro-poor
and populist policies to symbolise the state’s central position as in
advancing national development (see Bourchier, 2015; Diprose et al.,
2019). Moreover, the mobilisation of PLN along with its rural electrifi-
cation programs to extend state territorial and political economic in-
terest is nothing new in Indonesia. For example, in examining rural
electrification during Suharto’s New Order era, Mohsin (2014) suggests
that the PLN’s village electrification program, which was commonly
known as Listrik Masuk Desa (LisDes), had been deployed not only to
deliver economic development but also to serve as a political means to
garner votes and legitimise the Indonesian state’s territorial presence
among rural populations. For Mohsin (2014), the New Order’s rural
electrification program followed what he terms “patrimonial techno-
politics” (page 65), embodied in the extension of political patronage
through the establishment of electricity infrastructure.

The recent emergence of developmentalist narrative such as the
energy justice vision as a manifestation of state spatial project in
Indonesia can also be traced back to the country’s early history of
postcolonial struggles. In particular, in the subsequent years after
Indonesia’s independence in 1945, Indonesian nationalists led the
attempt to recapture the ownership of the remaining Dutch and Japa-
nese private electricity companies (Jarvis, 2012; Mohsin, 2015). The
nationalisation of former colonial assets, which later became the foun-
dation for the establishment of PLN, was also partly driven by the anti-
colonial sentiments echoed by President Sukarno as Indonesia’s first
president in many of his post-independence speeches (Mohsin, 2015).
Article 33 of the newly formed Indonesian constitution played a further
role in cementing the state’s central position as the primary guardian of
country’s energy resources, while legitimatising the notion of extending
state-owned enterprises to champion national development and main-
tain territorial unity (see for example Butt and Lindsey, 2008; Elson,
2008; Jarvis, 2012). This resulted in what Jarvis (2012) suggested as a
path-dependence that characterises the country’s electricity sector,
whereby PLN solidified its strategic position as the torch bearer of
Indonesia’s developmental agenda as well as the political apparatus for
state elites. The history of nationalist sentiment coupled with the narrow
interpretation of Article 33 of Indonesian Constitution, also contributes
to the retaining of the PLN’s spatial monopoly despite several attempts
to liberalise the country’s power sector in recent decades (see also
Rosser, 2002).

53

Geoforum 135 (2022) 49-60

5. Multiple political technologies in Indonesia’s rural
electrification programs

This section will illuminate various strategies that characterise the
Indonesian government’s pursuit of their energy justice vision through
rural electrification policies, including the implementation of off-grid
renewable projects to address energy poverty. As our findings indi-
cate, embedded in such state strategies are diverse legal interventions
and instruments as a manifestation of “political technology” (see Elden,
2010) that drive and enable the (re)production of modern state territory
(see also Brenner and Elden, 2009). As we will show, these strategies
include the demarcation of electricity business area, contestation over
uniform electricity price and subsidy provision, as well as the re-
territorialisation of state power in the deployment of government-
funded off-grid renewable initiatives.

5.1. Contested electricity business area

One central strategy to maintain state’s territorial dominance in
Indonesia is through the establishment of electricity business area
schemes. As described earlier, given the PLN’s central position as an
enabler of state developmentalist agenda, electricity regulations in
Indonesia have been often geared towards maintaining the company’s
monopoly in the sector. For instance, according to Electricity Law 30/
2009, PLN as a state-owned company possesses a monopoly over all
regions in Indonesia as the company’s electricity business area and holds
territorial control in terms of electricity transmission and distribution.
The Law also includes a provision that stipulates PLN’s right of first
refusal of other entities’ application to request an electricity business
area. This release of electricity business area from PLN is needed as a
part of legal requirements for other actors such as private renewable
companies to develop electricity business projects (see also Wijaya et al.,
2020).

In the context of rural electrification, for example, the enactment of
MEMR Regulation 38/2016 intended to increase renewable-based
electrification in Indonesia has particularly allowed private actors to
establish off-grid renewable projects in rural and remote areas. How-
ever, private companies interested in developing off-grid electrification
projects will be first required to submit a request of an electricity busi-
ness area to the government, represented by the MEMR.

While the issuance of an off-grid focused policy (MEMR Regulation
38/2016) can be seen as a shift in the governance of Indonesia’s rural
electrification, the existing legal procedures and political dynamics
largely favour PLN’s dominant position. Considering the PLN’s right of
first refusal under Electricity Law, such a request of an electricity busi-
ness area would then be passed from the MEMR to PLN for the latter’s
approval. As interviewees have suggested, PLN often refused to relin-
quish control over the proposed electricity business area to private ac-
tors. Under such a procedural arrangement, priorities will still
frequently be given to PLN as a state-owned company to undertake rural
electrification in Indonesia, leaving little room for private companies’
involvement in the sector. Consequentially, as also echoed by a number
of interviewees, the limited delegation of electricity business areas to
other non-PLN actors has reinforced the state’s territorial control over
rural electrification via PLN as a state-owned company. Furthermore,
the renewed focus on PLN’s role as an agent of development under Joko
Widodo’s developmental state approach (see Section 4) also results in
the limited possibility for private actors to acquire electricity business
area to develop off-grid projects in Indonesia.

5.2. Debates over uniform electricity price and subsidy provision

Following Joko Widodo’s inauguration in 2014, ensuring energy
affordability through setting up the uniformity of basic electricity retail
price across all regions in Indonesia has been central to the govern-
ment’s strategies to realise their energy justice goals. Such a policy, as
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many interviewees suggested, is hardly a surprise considering histori-
cally how sensitive Indonesian public is towards differences in energy
prices (see also Kristov, 1995). Indeed, according to the government
officers interviewed in this study, any difference of electricity retail
price across spaces would be seen as a departure from the affordability
objective under their energy justice vision. However, following the
enactment of MEMR Regulation 38/2016, many private entities inter-
ested in developing off-grid renewables schemes have objected to this
uniformity requirement. They argued that the existing electricity retail
price in Indonesia (known as Tarif Dasar Listrik or TDL) is too low for
private actors to be able to make profits from their investment in the off-
grid sector. One private developer added that such a requirement tended
to favour PLN, considering its status as a state-owned company backed
by the government’s support (Interview, 9 July 2019). In its monopoly
over the transmission and distribution of electricity across Indonesia,
PLN has been able to maintain the uniformity in electricity retail price at
around IDR 1,400 (10 US cents) per kWh (PLN, 2019), using the cross-
subsidy scheme across different consumer groups while also being on
the receiving end of electricity subsidy allocation from the Indonesian
government.

Interestingly, this “inability” of the private sectors to conform to the
uniformity of electricity retail price has been used as another form of
strategy to leverage PLN’s dominant role, thereby reinforcing the
Indonesian state’s central position in providing affordable rural elec-
tricity access. For example, when asked about the private sector’s ob-
jection regarding the uniformity in electricity retail price, a high-level
official from the MEMR responded (Interview, 11 June 2019):

“There is no way that we (the government) would let (private companies)
to require those rural communities (in Eastern Indonesia) to purchase
electricity at a (retail) price that is higher than the amount paid by their
brothers and sisters (fellow Indonesian citizens) who live here in Java.
These private companies could not just come and act like businessmen.
They need to have social objectives too.”

In another occasion, the Minister himself refused to approve the
electricity business area requested by a private company who sought to
develop off-grid solar project in a number of villages in Papua (see also
Singgih, 2018b). As interviewees have suggested, the main reason for
such a rejection was that the proposed price was considered too high
relative to the existing electricity retail price as set by PLN. As quoted in
Singgih (2018b), the Minister has remarked the following in response to
the private company’s request:

“They told us that the price of electricity sold to the public would be
around IDR 10,000 (73 US cents) per kilowatt-hour. Then I asked them,
would the public want to buy the electricity (at that price)?” (Former
Minister of Energy and Mineral Resource, during an interview with
the Jakarta Post, dated 11 April 2018).

Further, another MEMR official interviewed in this study has also
warned about the possibility of social frictions that could result from the
spatial difference in electricity retail price (11 June 2019). He described
a scenario whereby a village served by the private-led off-grid project
with a typically higher retail price could be located next to rural areas
served by PLN. In his view, such a situation could provoke tensions
among village communities as they learn that they have to pay different
electricity prices depending on their location.

Interestingly, this concern from the MEMR official has manifested in
the case of a private-owned off-grid project in rural Sumba. Established
as a result of development cooperation between Indonesia and the
United States, the off-grid solar project in Sumba was among a handful
of private-led off-grid projects in the country that managed to secure the
Indonesian government’s approval to operate (see MEMR, 2019c).
Given the donor’s strong financial support, the off-grid solar project had
been able to keep their electricity retail price close to that of PLN’s. In
particular, the project had been approved to sell electricity to their
customers near IDR 1,900 (13 US cents)/kWh. Notwithstanding this
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slight difference between the project’s and the PLN’s tariff price of
around IDR 1,400 (10 US cents/kWh), many community members have
reported that there had been rumours among villagers about comparing
the cost of electricity consumption and the service quality between the
private-led solar project and PLN. As a manifestation of President
Widodo’s recent developmental state and populist approach (see Section
4), the extension of PLN’s electricity grid to the neighbouring villages in
early 2019 next to the off-grid solar facility (see Fig. 3) further fuelled
rumours among community members in the area. As noted by one
village leader (Interview, 1 July 2019), some villagers have talked about
their intention to abandon the off-grid solar project and turn to PLN’s
relatively cheaper service.

While the MEMR Regulation 38/2016 also stipulates the eligibility of
private actors to receive the government’s subsidy to support their rural
off-grid project, the implementation of this particular provision proves
to be challenging. As informed by interviewees, the government’s sub-
sidy could significantly enable private developers of off-grid projects to
sell affordable electricity at the level of PLN’s existing electricity retail
price, thus meeting the requirement of maintaining price uniformity
across spaces. However, the existing legal mechanism largely prevents
the channelling of the government’s subsidy to other actors besides PLN.
As a state-owned company, PLN is eligible to receive the government’s
subsidy allocation contingent on the approval from Indonesia’s House of
Representatives. As several key informants have further noted, the idea
of supporting private companies with the government’s subsidy still
proves to be controversial among many members of the parliament (see
also Bridle et al., 2018). For instance, according to one interviewee
(Interview, 24 May 2019), the word “subsidy” in Indonesia is strongly

Fig. 3. The (almost) overlap of two electricity systems in rural Sumba Island —
the PLN’s grid (right) and the private off-grid solar system (left) (First author).
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associated with the act of helping the poor and needy. He noticed that
many parliamentary members remain reluctant to approve the govern-
ment’s subsidy allocation to support what they perceive as “privileged”
and “rich” businessmen in reference to private renewables developers.

5.3. Re-territorialisation of state power in the government-led off-grid
projects

Despite the government’s support for off-grid renewables, such a
technical approach has often been positioned as a short-term solution to
address rural energy poverty in Indonesia (see also Blum et al., 2013).
For example, under the Indonesian government’s regulation regarding
the deployment of LTSHE solar home system program (see MEMR,
2017), it has been stated that the product is only designed to last for
three years. After the three-year period, it is expected that rural
households who receive such technologies will eventually be connected
to PLN’s electricity grid. Such findings show that off-grid electrification
projects in Indonesia have been mobilised as another strategy to retain
state territorial control (Brenner and Elden, 2009; Elden, 2010) through
reinforcing PLN’s dominant position in delivering rural energy access.
Our study also illuminates the persistence of a centralised paradigm in
the way the Indonesian government conducted their decentralised off-
grid projects. Indeed, a number of interviewees have voiced their
scepticism with regards to the long-term sustainability of government-
led off-grid renewable projects and to the possibility that such initia-
tives herald a significant paradigmatic shift in Indonesia’s rural elec-
trification strategies. For instance, an NGO representative has stated that
many community members were often not well-informed about the
implementation of off-grid renewable projects in their area (Interview,
28 June 2019). In the case of a mini-grid project, the NGO representative
personally heard stories about villagers being surprised as they wit-
nessed the arrival of big trucks carrying cables, poles and solar panels. In
rural Sumba, several interviewees from Walatungga Village where the
LTSHE solar lamps were distributed in early 2019 also commented that
villagers had no prior information about the project’s arrival.

Notwithstanding the government’s attempts to deploy off-grid re-
newables to alleviate rural energy poverty, another legal intervention to
retain state territorial control emerges following the return of a strong
developmental state in Indonesia. In the energy sector, this has man-
ifested in the recentralisation of energy governance following the
enactment of Law No 23/2014 on Regional Governments (see Setyowati,
2020). This re-territorialisation of state power in Indonesia has resulted
in sub-national actors’ inability to take part in the post-installation
maintenance of government-led off-grid renewable program as they no
longer have the authority and budget to do so. As one local government
representative has noted, the absence of an energy department at the
regency level has resulted in greater challenges for the local govern-
ments’ participation in overseeing the sustainability of off-grid renew-
able electrification projects (Interview, 27 June 2019). As a result, the
2017 assessment from Indonesia’s Financial Audit Agency has revealed
that around 140 government-led mini-grid renewable projects have
stopped operating, leading to the financial loss of nearly IDR 1.17 tril-
lion or 82 million USD for the government (Prasongko, 2017; Pri-
madhyta, 2018).

6. Territorial effect and the masking of uneven electricity access

In this section, drawing on Lefebvre (2009), we show the paradoxical
outcomes in the repositioning of the state and its associated policies to
enable universal electricity access in Indonesia, while also demon-
strating how such material contradictions can be abstracted and
obscured through a state territorial intervention (see Brenner and Elden,
2009). Despite the Indonesian government’s recent claim of a near 100
% electrification ratio, findings from the ground reveal much different
realities where access to electricity remains socio-spatially uneven. In
particular, the positioning of PLN to advance developmental objectives
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has created tensions between its position as a state-owned company
required by the government to make profits (Halimanjaya, 2019) and its
public service obligation to deliver universal rural electrification pro-
grams. This on-going tension has resulted in a largely fragmented elec-
trification pattern in rural Indonesia where the profit-driven logic still
dominates the decision regarding PLN’s grid extension. For instance, a
development aid officer commented that the number and spatial dis-
tribution of households are two main factors that determine whether it is
profitable for PLN to extend its grid into a particular area (Interview, 27
May 2019).

Further, despite the arrival of PLN’s grid, households often face
another barrier in which they are required to pay the initial connection
cost. While the government has announced that there will be subsidy
assistance for poor rural households to help cover their first installation
cost (see MEMR, 2020b), not many could have access to such financial
support. For example, findings from Laipandak Village in Sumba Island
where PLN’s grid was extended in early 2019 (see Fig. 4) revealed that
many households remain unable to gain access to the electricity grid. As
reported by community members in Laipandak, PLN would require a
certain number of households to pay the connection cost before the
company could supply electricity and operate the grid. At the time of
fieldwork, less than 25 households had paid the connection cost, with
the majority unable to fulfil such a requirement (Interview, Village
secretary, 25 June 2019). As one villager also commented, the house-
holds who were able to pay PLN’s connection cost typically lived near
the village centre and were often socio-economically better-off (Inter-
view, 24 June 2019).

In light of the complex reality of electricity access outcomes in rural
Indonesia, the government’s claim of a near 100 % rural electrification
ratio (MEMR, 2020a) encapsulates a calculative technique intended to
homogenise and abstract state space (Elden, 2010; see also Lefebvre,
2009). Consequentially emerging from this abstraction process is the
“territory effect” (Brenner and Elden, 2009; Painter, 2010) as a mani-
festation of state territorial intervention that serves to obscure the
modern state’s own contradictory impacts on existing socio-spatial re-
lations. Indeed, the current electrification ratio standard in Indonesia
does not differentiate the large variations in reliability and quality of
electricity access among rural households (see also ADB, 2016). Several
interviewees have commented by stressing the need for a more trans-
parent and nuanced approach to measuring electricity access. For
example, one NGO official alluded that the government’s electrification
ratio claim can potentially obscure the very inequalities they seek to
address by not providing an accurate depiction of the reality of elec-
tricity access on the ground (Interview, 27 May 2019):

“This is all about politics, right? I mean, the reality on the ground is far
more complex than just coming up with (those) numbers. How can you
equate households in Jakarta with 24 h access to electricity, with those
living in the eastern side of Indonesia who only rely on solar lanterns for 3
— 4 h per day?”

Using his own experience, another interviewee echoed the same
sentiment regarding the lack of clarity about the metrics for measuring
electrification ratio (Interview, 11 June 2019):

“Itis not quite clear (to me) how the government measures (electrification
ratio). In my personal experience, there are cases where a village that is
claimed to be fully electrified but in reality, only a handful of and often
wealthy households who actually have connection (to electricity).”

Indeed, the findings from Sumba reaffirm the fragmented yet hier-
archized nature of modern state space as suggested by Lefebvre (2009).
For instance, it was very common for households living in village pe-
ripheries to be excluded from getting electricity access. Some commu-
nity members in rural Sumba have further suggested that electricity
access would typically be concentrated in the village centre, especially
among local elites. In addition to a household’s geographical location,
the existing social hierarchy within Sumbanese society has often
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Fig. 4. Newly extended PLN’s grid in Laipandak Village, Sumba Island (First author).

disenfranchised those coming from the lowest social strata, commonly
known as the servant/slave or Ata group, from gaining electricity access
(Fathoni et al., 2021; see Hoskins, 1993; Twikromo, 2008 for in-depth
discussions about Sumbanese society and its social hierarchy). Those
who come from the highest social strata, locally called as Maramba
(noble group/masters), often enjoy the most benefit from the arrival of
electricity. The majority of poorer households who belong to the Ata
social group would tend to utilise electricity mostly for lighting pur-
poses, while still preserving the use of kerosene lamps. Consequentially,
such a fragmented electrification pattern has resulted in the reinforce-
ment of social injustices among many rural communities in Sumba
Island.

Furthermore, several interviewees have also problematized the in-
clusion of the government-led off-grid renewables such as the LTSHE
solar lantern and the micro/mini-grid projects in the government’s
measurement of electrification ratio (see also Thomas, 2019). Apart
from the differences in terms of access quality in comparison with the
grid-based connection, these interviewees also pointed to the multiple
cases of unsustainable government-led off-grid projects described
earlier. They posited that the existing data regarding the electrification
ratio does not reflect the case of failed off-grid projects on the ground.
For instance, in rural Sumba, community members from the village of
Maubokul and Walatungga complained about the low quality of LTSHE
solar lamps distributed by the government. One villager noted that the
LTSHE'’s lights were often unstable and ran out of power very quickly a
few hours after charging (Interview, 21 June 2019). She said that many
households have reported the breakdown of LTSHE solar lamps in less
than six months after the initial distribution. Other villagers also com-
mented that they preferred to buy solar lanterns from local markets,
given the limited durability of the government’s solar products.

7. Discussion and conclusion

In response to Lefebvre’s proposition to problematize state space and
its emergent territorial form through a historical lens (Brenner and
Elden, 2009; Elden, 2010), our study has first demonstrated how the rise
of energy justice rhetoric in Indonesia is inextricably intertwined with
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the state spatial project in managing its territorial arrangement through
rural electrification programs. We show the centrality of the role of
electricity infrastructure across multiple government administrations in
postcolonial Indonesia as an embodiment of developmentalist goal as
well as territorial extension of the modern Indonesian state. Also
embedded in this effort is PLN’s pivotal position along with its
continuing dominance in delivering state developmental objectives
since the company’s initial conception after the country’s independence.
Born out of Indonesia’s early postcolonial struggles, PLN as a state-
owned company has been historically perceived to represent a nation-
alist vision (see Mohsin, 2015) whereby the state plays a central figure in
the provision of basic resource access and social justice objectives for its
citizens. Under the current Joko Widodo’s developmental state
approach, the emergence of energy justice narrative has signalled a
reinvigorated emphasis on the role of PLN and electricity infrastructure,
both in grid and off-grid forms, in extending the territorial presence of
the Indonesian state.

To examine how such a modern state territory is being constituted,
our findings simultaneously unpack the existence of “political technol-
ogy” (Elden, 2010) that characterises the Indonesian government’s
pursuit of energy justice goals by way of universal rural electrification.
In doing so, we demonstrate multiple legal mechanisms and instruments
to (re)produce state territories (see Brenner and Elden, 2009), under-
pinning Indonesia’s rural electrification policies. In particular, we
highlight the process of boundary making in the form of electricity
business area (wilayah usaha) scheme and its implication in excluding
non-state actors from participating in off-grid electrification. Our find-
ings also show how such a representation of territory (Brenner and
Elden, 2009; Lefebvre, 2009) has been historically enabled by the legal
practices and procedures that aim to privilege and retain PLN’s status as
the torch bearer of state developmentalist agenda. Furthermore, un-
derlying such territorial struggles is the government’s mandate of
ensuring uniform yet affordable electricity retail price for all Indone-
sians, in which PLN holds a prominent position in such a pursuit. As
Kristov (1995) has also suggested, such a policy holds an essential role in
ensuring fairness and maintaining territorial unity and has been largely
unquestioned, despite the considerable variations of electricity



H.S. Fathoni and A.B. Setyowati

generation cost across different regions and islands in Indonesia. This
historical understanding helps to explain the on-the-ground rumours
and tensions in rural Sumba Island, whereby local communities from
neighbouring villages perceive the difference over electricity price be-
tween PLN’s grid and private-led off-grid project as a matter of their
(equal) rights as Indonesian citizens through electricity infrastructure,
with the former embodies the territorial presence of the Indonesian
state. These everyday lived experiences also lend themselves to
explaining the existing legal mechanism that tends to prohibit the
allocation of government’s subsidy to non-state actors, and the associ-
ated framing of private renewable developers as “rich” and “privileged”
among parliamentary members, to strategically symbolise the state’s
territorial affinity to its poor rural citizens, manifested in the provision
of affordable electricity via the government’s subsidy allocation to PLN
as a state-owned entity.

Our findings also demonstrate how the deployment of off-grid
renewable infrastructure has been integral to the process of state terri-
torial (re)configuration in Indonesia. In particular, we show the legal
instrument and mechanism that aim to re-territorialise state power
despite the Indonesian government’s own initiative in implementing
decentralised renewable projects for meeting rural electrification. For
instance, under the existing regulation, the provision of government-
funded small scale renewables has been designated as a temporary
means to address energy poverty, which will be subsequently replaced
following the arrival of PLN’s electricity grid. Here, the household
connection to large-scale infrastructure is seen as symbolically synony-
mous with the presence of the state and its emergent territorial form (cf.
Harris, 2012). The return of a strong developmental state in Indonesia
has also led to the enactment of a regulatory framework that was aimed
at recentralising the country’s energy governance through the dissolu-
tion of local energy departments. This transformation of state territorial
organisation (Brenner, 1997) can be indeed found in the lived experi-
ences of local stakeholders and rural communities who are deprived of
their capacity to meaningfully take part in the maintenance of off-grid
renewables as well as the persistence of centralised, top-down ap-
proaches in the project implementation on the ground (see also Derks
and Romijn, 2019).

Despite the Indonesian government’s recent claim of near universal
electrification ratio, our study reveals the socio-spatially disparate out-
comes of electricity access distribution in rural Indonesia. Such a narrow
emphasis on electrification ratio represents “a calculative grasp of the
material world” (Elden, 2010, page 809) as another form of political
technology that constitutes modern state territory. The statistical data
represented through a calculative technique such as electrification ratio
measurement provides a simplistic picture of electricity access realities
in Indonesia. As our findings have indicated, there remains a stark gap in
both distribution and quality of electricity access across different regions
in the country. As Lefebvre (2009) has suggested, the abstracting of such
socio-spatial heterogeneities projected and imposed through numerical
representation is important for the modern states to retain their political
dominance despite the immanent contradictions in their spatial in-
terventions. For instance, the repositioning of PLN as an enabler of state
territorial interest has yielded largely fragmented patterns of rural
electrification in Indonesia, mediated by both the company’s profit
calculation in the case of grid extension and the household’s socio-
economic ability to afford the grid’s initial connection cost. Further-
more, the limited sustainability of government-financed off-grid projects
and sense of disappointment among rural households that come with it,
indicate the porosity of state space and its territorial form. Findings from
rural Sumba have also shown how the impact of rural electrification is
mediated by the existing social hierarchy. Indeed, in his writing on state
space, Lefebvre (2009, page 228) has provocatively asked “Is not the
secret of the State, hidden because it is so obvious, to be found in
space?”. As Brenner and Lefebvre (2009) note, responding to such a
provocation would require close attention to the emergence of “territory
effect”, manifested in the state’s attempt to mask its own transformative
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yet often contradictory impacts on socio-spatial configurations. Here,
the mobilisation of a calculative technique such as the claim of near
universal electrification ratio enables the perpetuation of what Agnew
(1994) terms a “territorial trap”, by allowing the Indonesian state to
engender a mystified aura of apolitical yet seemingly homogenous state
spaces (Brenner and Elden, 2009; Lefebvre, 2009) despite the reality of
manifold electricity access inequalities and fragmentations among rural
communities on the ground.

To conclude, we summarise our study findings. We begin by showing
the historical underpinnings that give rise to the emergence of energy
justice vision in Indonesia as an inherently state territorial project. Our
study also carefully excavates multiple legal mechanisms and in-
struments that characterise the Indonesian government’s attempts to
pursue energy justice goals by ensuring universal rural electrification.
This focus, however, has led to the use of a measurement parameter such
as electrification ratio that narrowly defines and depicts the reality of
energy access. The implication of such strategies is the exclusion of non-
state actors to fully participate in rural electrification and the (re)
entrenchment of inequalities and fragmentations in electricity distri-
bution in rural Indonesia, contradicting the government’s energy justice
claim. All in all, our study takes the cue from Bridge and Gailing (2020)
to advance the literature on energy justice as well as energy geographies
by demonstrating the co-constitutive relationships between efforts to
promote socially (just) energy transitions and socio-spatial contexts on
which such phenomena unfold. In doing so, we contribute to the work
on territory, especially in unpacking how its historical and spatial
characters help to explain how state power is materialised in everyday
lives (e.g. Ballvé, 2012; Brenner and Elden, 2009; Elden, 2010; Painter,
2010). As we have shown, integral to the (re)constitution of modern
state territory is a “political technology” (Elden, 2010) that comprises
multiple legal and calculative interventions that aim to abstract state
space and retain state’s political dominance. These strategies, however,
have coalesced into what Lefebvre (2009) suggests as a paradox in
modern state space — one that is simultaneously homogenised, frag-
mented and hierarchized. Our findings also echo the political ecological
proposition from Angel and Loftus (2019) to conceptualise the state as
inherently a reified form of socio-ecological struggles, while also illus-
trating how the crystallisation of such state spaces (and their underlying
everyday struggles) is made possible through territorial intervention.

Finally, our study has demonstrated the utility of Lefebvre’s insights
on state space and territory to understand the energy justice manifes-
tation in Indonesia’s rural electrification programs and its mutual im-
plications for everyday state formation and territorial production.
However, we acknowledge that there are diverse and multiple ways of
knowing and relating to territory such as the ones inspired by Indige-
nous People’s movements and the implication of such differences in
relation to energy transition (see for example Anthias, 2018), which is
beyond the scope of our research. Therefore, future studies are crucial to
explore these different perspectives while also accounting for the
growing call within the literature to engage more closely with the role of
non-humans in the struggles over territories (see Hung and Baird, 2017;
Hung, 2020; Usher, 2020). Such conceptual engagement would remain
critical in scrutinising how the notion of energy justice and its practice
can be potentially misappropriated to maintain and entrench the status
quo.
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