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Summary 

This commentary explores the changing dynamics of UK-Indonesia relations following the 2024 
elections, which resulted in new governments in both countries. In the UK, the Labour Party, led by 
Sir Keir Starmer, has introduced "Progressive Realism" as their foreign policy principles, aiming to 
reconnect with global allies while addressing modern geopolitical challenges. In Indonesia, building 
upon Incumbent President Joko Widodo’s platform, President-elect Prabowo Subianto signifies 
"Pragmatic Realism" as their foreign policy core, focusing on national security, economic growth, 
and regional stability. The article examines the potential and challenges for these two realist 
approaches to align, particularly in economic cooperation and geopolitics. The analysis highlights the 
importance of setting non-negotiables, engaging constructively, and overcoming credibility issues to 
improve the UK-Indonesia relationship under their new leadership. 

 

Keywords: UK-Indonesia relations, foreign policy, Realism, Progressive Realism, Pragmatic 
Realism, economic diplomacy. 

  

 
1 Abid A. Adonis is DPhil Student at Oxford Internet Institute & Pembroke College, the University of Oxford and Bakrie 
Fellow Scholar 



  

 

2 
 

Amid bustling traffic jams and middle-class rants on social media, London and Jakarta are busier than 

ever this year. Both the United Kingdom and Indonesia have undergone democratic leadership 

transitions, with general elections in February for Indonesia and July for the United Kingdom in 2024. 

These elections rendered similar yet contrasting results. 

The newly elected Labour Government, under Sir Keir Starmer, achieved a historic landslide victory 

reminiscent of Tony Blair's triumph in 1997. Labour secured 411 seats, a 174-seat simple majority in 

the British House of Commons. They promised major changes and significant improvements after 14 

years of Conservative leadership characterized by instability, a cost-of-living crisis, and stagnation, 

particularly post-Brexit (Labour Party, 2024). Labour's promises of change resonated more with their 

constituencies compared to the Conservatives' campaign, which focused on continuity and 

fearmongering (Independent UK, 2024; The Guardian, 2024). 

In Indonesia, Prabowo Subianto and Gibran Rakabuming Raka achieved a similar landslide victory 

in a stunning one-round Presidential election with 58.59% of the votes. Endorsed by current President 

Joko Widodo, Prabowo and Gibran promised continuity of leadership, programs, and policy 

platforms, building on the incumbent's high public approval rating. Prabowo-Gibran’s continuity 

campaign managed to outshine the leading opposition, Anies-Muhaimin, who promised change, and 

Ganjar-Mahfud, who promised ambiguous improvement and continuity. 

 

As the United Kingdom chose change and Indonesia voted for continuity, the question arises: 

What will actually change or continue in UK and Indonesian foreign policy? 

Under the new Labour government, two major foreign policy themes are Britain Reconnected and 

Progressive Realism. The first is self-explanatory, showing the British government’s intention to 

reconnect with NATO and European allies and regain their status and confidence on the global stage 

(Labour Party, 2024). The second is rather interesting, as the new British Secretary of State for 

Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Affairs, David Lammy, advocates Progressive Realism. 

In his essay, Lammy (2024) argues for the importance of pursuing progressive goals with a realisation 

of today’s global political reality. Lammy (2024) recognises the new reality on the ground, ranging 

from the West's failures in some policies in the past, the rise of China in the Indo-Pacific, and the 

threat of Russia in Europe to climate change and technological disruptions. In Lammy’s essay (2024), 

one can interpret that the UK should still pursue progressive goals to address national and global 

challenges but be aware of what it can and cannot do. For example, Lammy mentions that in China, 

the UK should “simultaneously challenge, compete against, and cooperate with Beijing as 
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appropriate.” This is due to a dual understanding of China as a perceived systemic threat to British 

security interests and a positive partner for the British economy. 

In a different case, Progressive Realism can be understood through Labour’s manifesto to make the 

UK a Clean Energy Superpower. Clean energy is a progressive dimension, as Labour has been 

outspoken about climate change. Still, the superpower part indicates the objective of practising 

realpolitik with the supremacy of material power, global supply chain, and status in sight. While this 

combination of pragmatic approaches to achieving progressive goals will appeal to the domestic 

audience, I doubt it will be as attractive to foreign partners. There will be inherent confusion about 

what the UK will do on the global stage as there will be a constant question between pragmatism and 

idealism in British foreign policy. There will be a recurring question of what, when, why, and to what 

extent a British foreign policy is progressive or tactical and strategic in realism grammar. The 

question of credibility and consistency, I predict, will follow British progressive realism foreign 

policy under the Labour government. 

Indonesia would be an intriguing test of how the UK’s progressive realism works with the new 

government in sight. Prabowo Subianto is anything but progressive. Prabowo is as realist as he gets, 

judging from his speeches and political career. On many occasions, Prabowo exhibits an outspoken 

perspective on geopolitics and international relations compared to President Joko Widodo. His 

approach is muscular realism with a high dose of nationalism, highlighting the primacy of national 

security and defence to protect Indonesia’s sovereignty from foreign geopolitical and domestic 

disintegration threats (Kurlantzick, 2024). Prabowo advocates at least three major foreign policy 

themes: a) protecting national security and unity, b) economic development and diplomacy, and c) 

global and regional peace and stability. Indonesia will have little to no interest in entertaining foreign 

agendas except for these three concerns. It follows Prabowo’s predecessor, President Joko Widodo, 

who adopted a pragmatic approach to Bebas-Aktif (Independent and Active) foreign policy, with 

significant underlines on economic diplomacy, or “market” diplomacy (Wardhani & Dugis, 2023). 

President Jokowi has less interest in the global agenda with progressive values compared to former 

President Abdurrahman Wahid, who was an advocate of global peace and pluralism, or former 

President Yudhoyono, who paid more interest in democracy with the Bali Democracy Forum, and 

global peace with the Peacekeeping Mission (Capie, 2016; Rosyidin & Kusumawardhana, 2022). As 

Prabowo will continue President Jokowi’s policy platform with Gibran as Jokowi’s son and the next 

vice president, I argue that Indonesian foreign policy will definitely not be progressive realism, but 

rather, it will be pragmatic realism. 
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The next question is, can the two realisms align? 

In the past ten years, the bilateral relationship between the UK and Indonesia has been, I argue, 

relatively positive and stable with some footnotes. This stability is considerably remarkable, given 

the instability of the British leadership since the Brexit referendum 2016. Previous British Prime 

Ministers David Cameron and Rishi Sunak visited Indonesia in their capacity as leaders of the British 

Government. Boris Johnson and Liz Truss also came to Indonesia in their previous roles as Mayor of 

London and Foreign Secretary. President Joko Widodo also visited London in 2016, followed by 

regular visits of Indonesian high officials to the UK. In the past five months, President-elect Prabowo 

Subianto and Vice President-elect Gibran Rakabuming also touched down in the UK on different 

schedules—signifying the potential significance of the UK in the new upcoming Indonesian 

government. 

Both countries have improved their relationship positively through cultural diplomacy. The UK is 

increasingly prioritised by Indonesian students as their top education destination, primarily supported 

by Indonesian government scholarships (Detik, 2022). Now, more than 3,000 Indonesians are 

studying in the British education system (Republika, 2023). Some of them have been involved in 

major scientific breakthroughs in the UK, including the AstraZeneca Covid Vaccine (BBC, 2021). 

This year, Indonesia also popped up among British football audiences with Indonesian co-owned 

Oxford United FC’s historic achievement of getting promoted to the Championship division for the 

first time in 25 years (CNN Indonesia, 2024). 

However, there are footnotes on economic diplomacy. British investment has been consistently 

among Indonesia's Big Ten global investors in the past ten years (Kemlu, 2023). British investment 

in Indonesia in 2022 was valued at around 822 million US dollars (Kemlu, 2023). Yet, this number 

comes with quotation marks due to its gap between promise and realisation (BKPM, 2024). 

Indonesia’s offensive charm diplomacy to the UK has been primarily answered with pledges and 

commitments rather than concrete realisations by British investors. Some Indonesian businessmen 

and officials whom I talked to revealed that there’s a perceived lack of enthusiasm and credibility gap 

in investment from their British counterparts. From the British side, there is general doubt about 

Indonesia’s commitment to tackling deep-rooted corruption, leading to a sizable cost overrun. One 

could argue that the factors vary and come from both sides, but this shall be discussed in another 

article. 

Therefore, economic cooperation will be a crucial test for aligning these two realisms. The UK's 

emphasis on becoming a Clean Energy Superpower aligns with Indonesia's need for economic 
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development and energy security interests. The UK has expertise, financial, and technological 

prowess, while Indonesia has natural resources and a market to achieve an economy of scale in 

sustainable energy. On paper, it will likely be an easy and viable economic alignment, but the devil 

is in the details. Indonesia’s economic and energy interests are not solely in becoming a centre of 

gravity in sustainable energy only, as the UK intends. Instead, Indonesia still needs to power up its 

emerging industry and massive household consumption and improve energy distribution beyond Java 

island. Indonesia still largely depends on coal-powered plants to support the industry and household 

supply while starting to diversify to greener energy (Ramdlaningrum & Pratiwi, 2024). If the UK 

wants to improve economic and energy cooperation with Indonesia, then understanding, mutual 

respect, and wisdom from the UK regarding Indonesia’s economic circumstances are required. It will 

be a diplomatic catastrophe if, for instance, progressive realism means the UK will cooperate with 

Indonesia in solar energy, challenge Indonesia’s coal energy dependency, and compete against 

Indonesia’s global electric vehicle supply chain. This case is precisely where the UK’s progressive 

realism would be problematic for its partners. If such an endeavour happens, Indonesia will not see 

the UK as a reliable partner. It will signal negative precedence for other developing nations, especially 

in Southeast Asia. 

Another test of economic diplomacy is the question of palm oil. The current UK-Indonesia relations 

have failed to resolve the challenges of Indonesia’s palm oil export to the UK, mainly from the UK 

side. As the world's biggest palm oil producer, Indonesia is constantly seen and challenged by its UK 

partners with suspicions of unsustainable practices despite Indonesia’s efforts to improve the 

standards gradually (Guardian, 2022). At the same time, Indonesia accuses the UK of being unfair in 

treating different vegetable oils with different sustainability standards and ignoring Indonesia’s 

concerns and efforts (Antara, 2024). The question of palm oil will remain homework if both nations 

want to take their relations to the next level. Aligning two realisms means both must address the 

question of to what extent the UK can be more pragmatic and Indonesia can be more progressive. 

A more important question will be in the security and defence sectors. The Labour government states 

in its manifesto that it will continue the UK’s commitment to AUKUS in relation to competing and 

challenging the perceived security threat of China in the Indo-Pacific (Labour, 2024). The AUKUS 

initiative is frowned upon by Indonesian officials as it is believed to heighten the tension in the Indo-

Pacific region (Kompas, 2023). Arguably, the British commitment to AUKUS is hardly understood 

in progressive or realism categories, let alone both. There is no progressiveness in bringing military 

presence to a regional hotspot in which the US and China are already heavily involved. There should 

be more focus on cooperation and multilateral dialogue if one consistently adheres to progressive 
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values of achieving peace. There is also no realism for the UK to be actively involved far overseas in 

a region where it does not have territorial jurisdiction nor a real proximate threat to the UK’s national 

security. It is a different story with the UK’s involvement in Ukraine to contain Russia, as Russia’s 

military capacity has a feasible range of conducting operations. If being a realist means the UK is 

more aware and realistic about its global standing and capacity, the AUKUS initiative is incredibly 

difficult to discern. Having said that, the potential cooperation between Indonesia and the UK in the 

security and defence sector will narrow down to defence economy, procurement, and joint training, 

in which the two realisms can realistically work together. 

However, there is a more crucial and critical question in which the UK’s progressive realism and 

Indonesia’s pragmatic realism potentially set a challenging interplay. It is about West Papua, where 

Prabowo Subianto and Sir Keir Starmer would potentially have a difficult conversation to discuss. 

The UK is the home-in-exile for a leader of the United Liberation Movement for West Papua 

(ULMWP), Benny Wenda, to whom the British government granted political asylum. The Labour 

Party generally has a favourable view of the West Papua separatist movement compared to the 

Conservatives, with at least 16 members of the Labour Party being signatories for separatist West 

Papua support (IPWP, 2024). For Indonesia, especially Prabowo Subianto, Indonesia's unity and 

territorial integrity are non-negotiable. Prabowo will likely take a stronger stance on West Papua on 

the international level, as in one of the Presidential debates, he mentioned that the problem with West 

Papua is also linked to foreign interference (Kompas, 2023). This circumstance will reveal issues 

embedded in each realism. For Labour’s Progressive Realism, taking a compromise and moderate 

stance on West Papua will not suffice the progressive aspirations within the Labour Party, while 

taking a more progressive approach will not be warmly welcomed by Indonesia. The same goes for 

Prabowo’s Pragmatic Realism. A non-negotiable approach to West Papua will potentially discourage 

a better outlook and prevent dialogue or engagement of foreign partners regarding West Papua, nor 

will it help improve the potential dialogue between the Indonesian government and ULMWP exiles 

abroad. With both taking different overviews and approaches, the question of West Papua will be a 

cul-de-sac for the UK and Indonesia under Starmer and Prabowo's leadership. 

Such challenging circumstances require delicate navigation and flexibility in diplomacy. I argue there 

should be three fundamental points to align the two realisms. First, the non-negotiables. The UK and 

Indonesia must re-set the non-negotiables in advance to avoid potential setbacks and deterioration in 

the bilateral relationship. The first future meeting of Starmer and Prabowo must discuss and agree on 

the red lines of bilateral relations. Both leaders must be able to discuss sensitive issues such as 

Palestine, West Papua, and Indopacific with mutual respect to understand the non-negotiables without 
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pushing for interference. It relates to the second point: constructive engagement. Aligning progressive 

and pragmatic realism requires an understanding of what actors can and can not do by still pursuing 

agreed objectives and partnering in what they can do together. For example, a constructive 

partnership of the UK-Indonesia might be possible in the Palestine situation as Labour Party promised 

to progress toward two-state solutions and future recognition of Palestinian statehood. Indonesia, as 

a forever supporter of the Palestinian cause, is generally trusted and welcomed by Hamas and Fatah 

in Palestine. Prabowo himself also has a warm personal relationship with the King of Jordan, 

Abdullah II. These factors can play a key role in helping the Starmer government to recognise 

Palestinian statehood as early as possible. It also linked to the third point, credibility issues. Indonesia-

UK relations must address credibility issues that constrain both nations from discussing and 

partnering on sensitive issues. The UK will not be at ease addressing Indonesia’s West Papua situation 

as long as it remains complicit with Israeli genocide in Gaza. As discussed in previous paragraphs, 

credibility issues also remain challenging in economic diplomacy. The UK and Indonesia must start 

bringing action beyond promises and rhetoric to the table. By taking into account non-negotiables 

and constructive engagement, both nations will not have to wait for each other to act but instead 

partner on sectors where they can work together with mutual respect and common objectives: taking 

promises to realisation. With that in mind, existing challenges in economic diplomacy and investment 

can be improved and well-addressed by aligning the two realisms. 

In conclusion, the future of UK-Indonesia relations under their new governments will be on a delicate 

and fine balance to navigate. Labour’s progressive realism, with its primary focus on global 

engagement and progressive values with pragmatic strategies, may often be at odds with Prabowo’s 

pragmatic realism, centred on national security and economic development. I have a sceptical outlook 

and doubts about the potential positive alignment of these two realisms and, consequently, the 

improvement of bilateral relations between the two nations. Maintaining the current status quo of the 

bilateral relationship in the next five years will be more than a remarkable achievement, given the 

two respective different approaches of foreign policy cores. It will lie in the national leadership 

navigating these differences without compromising too much of their core principles. The leadership 

must address the non-negotiables, constructive engagement, and credibility issues if they want to 

improve the existing relations. Yet, it will still require innovative diplomacy to align the two realisms. 

While scepticism is warranted, I’d love to be proved wrong. Perhaps this essay is a letter of realism 

itself about future relations between the UK and Indonesia, just without progressiveness or 

pragmatism. 
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