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The term ‘development’ on its own indicates progress towards becom-
ing more advanced. In most of today’s urbanisation, however, the term 
‘urban development’ has implied a capitalist mode of production in 
which planners consider capitalism the most rational way of managing 
and distributing space in everyone’s best interests (Stein 2019). As a 
result, many urban developments around the world have normalised 
social inequalities for the sake of economic efficiency in the profit-mak-
ing scheme of spatial distribution. The COVID-19 pandemic, however, 
exposed social inequalities that had been ‘normalised’ in ‘normal’ times. 
For example, Singapore won worldwide praise for curbing infection 
levels in the first month of the pandemic, only to see it spike tremen-
dously by the end of March 2020 (Kurohi 2020; Ng 2020). The initial 
measures missed migrant workers in dormitories; many were construc-
tion workers in Singapore, but their living quarters were segregated 
from most of the population. Once the virus reached the dormitories, 
dense living conditions made physical distancing difficult, and towards 
the end of June 2020 there were more than 40,000 COVID-19 cases 
among migrant workers in dormitories. There was also panic buying 
across supermarkets in the early days of the virus’s spread in Singapore 
(Chang 2020), an indication of perceived insecurity in a crisis.

Normalcy implies the status quo, which might include the social 
inequalities, discrimination, and even oppression that were taken for 
granted in everyday situations. In the context of capitalist urban de-
velopment, the constant presumption of economic growth as the main 
indicator of development has normalised the relegation of other aspects 
of societal progress to lesser importance (Friedmann 1992). The ready 
association of gross national product (GNP) per capita with livelihood 
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improvements has been applied almost universally throughout world 
economies despite the known shortcomings of using income as a meas-
ure of progress, as it neglects the human scale and social-environmental 
interconnectedness across borders. As a result, urbanisation around the 
world has continued to decrease space for various communities who 
become collateral to development, such as farmers, fisherfolk, and adat 
(traditional) societies. They are underappreciated when unquantifiable 
aspects of social-cultural life are converted into quantified economic 
valuation. Those who are collateral to development comprise everyone 
on the margins, including the urban poor, who have often been targets 
of forced evictions (Padawangi 2019a).

The domination of the capitalist urban development paradigm has 
had both ideological and pragmatic impacts. On the pragmatic side, 
development strategies have been in favour of the drive to urbanise. 
Singapore, for example, has achieved accelerated development since 
the 1960s through an economic restructuring that transformed an ag-
ricultural society into an industrial one. Agriculture was significant-
ly reduced, as it contradicted the city-state’s land-scarce development 
strategy. Singapore’s position as the wealthiest city-state in Southeast 
Asia subsequently became a development model for the entire world. 
The desirability of this development model was further cemented by the 
global city’s image as a cultural hub, formed through the construction 
of large-scale facilities for arts and culture, in connection with the city’s 
function as an economic hub (Kong 2010; Yeoh 2005).

Yet, cities’ economic superiority has relied on footprints beyond 
their territories, as cities have been dependent on the countryside for 
resources. Urbanisation has taken up fertile land, rice fields, and for-
ests to extract natural resources through mining as well as building 
roads, airports, houses, condominiums, and new towns (Spinney 2020). 
Simultaneously, spaces in the city that attract more investment have 
often relied on crowding people in high density to maximise profit 
(Luscombe 2020). In the process, these developments have increased 
the likelihood of zoonosis and other infectious diseases and have also 
made urban spaces products to be traded in the market economy 
(Spinney 2020). Consequently, social inequalities have been apparent 
in spatial inequalities that limit livelihood improvement opportunities 
for marginalised groups and affect access to health services and envi-
ronmental quality.

Activists and scholars have questioned ‘normalcy’ through the 
 critical rethinking of urbanisation and have thus called for alternative 
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visions of it (Brenner, Marcuse and Mayer 2012; Cabannes, Douglass, 
and Padawangi 2019; Lefebvre 2003). They have called for increased 
attention to people’s actions to change the city in order to change so-
ciety (Castells 1983), to ‘rethink the economy’ by carefully analysing 
social relations rather than income per se (Friedmann 1992, p.44), and 
to look at the smallest units of society as social, political, and economic 
agents (Cabannes, Douglass, and Padawangi 2019). Looking beyond 
state interventions has been important to examine possible alternatives. 
In Southeast Asia, excluding Singapore, the state’s limitations have been 
obvious in the mismatch between master plans and everyday realities. 
With these limits on state capacity, collective actions in civil society 
have yielded important social dynamics in Southeast Asia. After recent 
natural disasters, such as typhoons in the Philippines and earthquakes 
in Indonesia, local and transborder collective actions like aid deliveries 
and empowerment programmes have been particularly important.

How have collective actions from civil society members and groups 
responded to the pandemic? What have been their limitations? What 
could we learn from the dynamics of Southeast Asia’s collective action 
in questioning normalcy in today’s urban development? Collective ac-
tion comprises ‘purposive, meaningful, and potentially creative’ ways 
to challenge political establishments (Chesters and Welsh 2011, p.5). 
Examinations into local efforts to ‘counter the alienating forces of cap-
italist urban growth’ (Cabannes, Douglass, and Padawangi 2019, p.16) 
have been of central importance in understanding how, why, and how 
far collective action could challenge presupposed notions of ‘normal’ 
urban development (Harvey 2020). In Southeast Asia, these collec-
tive responses have emerged through existing networks of civil society 
groups and citizens. From self-imposed area quarantines to food-shar-
ing, crowdfunding, and collective farming, crisis-activated actions have 
effectively countered the market-driven production of urban space. In 
addressing the questions on the process of collective action responses, 
limitations, and connecting collective action with today’s urban devel-
opment, there are two important considerations: first, the perspective of 
the actors on the ground in social mobilisation during a crisis has been 
key to understanding the processes behind these responses, and, second, 
actions that aim to question normalcy and create lasting change require 
sustainability. These two considerations are elaborated below.

First, since actions on the ground have been of key importance, we 
need to look at neighbourhoods as a group of households that can 
make collective decisions on local spatial governance (Beard and 
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Dasgupta 2006). The COVID-19 pandemic provided a window onto 
the collective abilities of neighbourhoods in making purposive deci-
sions for the public good in the absence of authoritative government 
responses to protect public health. A case in point is Jakarta, where 
the pandemic’s early months became a stage for political competition: 
national elites opposed measures by the local governor-cum-political 
rival at the expense of public health (Jaffrey 2020). Amid this situa-
tion, various neighbourhoods took action, from restricting movements 
through collective guarding to disinfecting public spaces. For example, 
a poor urban neighbourhood in north Jakarta, Kampung Akuarium, 
imposed movement restrictions as early as 9 March 2020, before the 
city implemented official restrictions. Subsequently, residents built a 
gate and assigned shifts to guard the checkpoint (Figure 18.1). Local 
initiatives to curb large gatherings and encourage public health meas-
ures like mask-wearing occurred in various neighbourhoods across 
Indonesia (Figure 18.2), showing how collective actions were geared 
towards protecting shared spaces.

Amid the popularity of the ‘cities as engines of economic growth’ para-
digm (Colenbrander 2016), the pandemic was also a reminder of the im-
portance of food security. In Indonesia, food production has very much 
been a part of many societies’ traditional cultural practices, but capitalist 
urban development has reduced the space to do so. Traditional fisherfolk 
in Jakarta Bay, for instance, have been sidelined for real  estate-driven 
reclamation projects (Padawangi 2019b). The fertile island of Java is 

Source: Dharma Diani (2020).

Figure 18.1. Gatekeepers at Kampung Akuarium, Jakarta
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also the most populated and most industrialised. Even in a place like 
Bali, where agriculture is still tied to everyday life, the share of agricul-
ture in the province’s economy has continued to decline, in contrast with 
the growing share of tourism-related trade and services (Figure 18.3). 
Global tourism that is ‘good’ for the economy has threatened the sus-
tainability of subak – the thousand-year-old traditional water manage-
ment system for irrigation – as agricultural land use has competed with 
tourism (Salamanca et al. 2015). Such dependency on global tourism 
became the economy’s Achilles’ heel during the pandemic.

Therefore, it is unsurprising that a popular collective action dur-
ing the pandemic was the return to farming. A group of youths called 
Serikat Tani Kota Semarang (STKS), for example, started cultivating 
unused land on the fringes of the city during the pandemic. There were 
also groups of youths in Bali who went back to farming as the urban-
ised, touristified economy ground to a halt (Firdaus 2020; Muhajir and 

Source: Muhamad Rohman Obet (2020).

Figure 18.2. Mask mandate banner in Kampung Peneleh, Surabaya



210 COVID-19 in Southeast Asia

So
ur

ce
: B

PS
 (

20
16

, F
eb

ru
ar

y 
da

ta
 c

yc
le

);
 G

ra
ph

 p
ub

lis
he

d 
in

 P
ad

aw
an

gi
 (

20
19

b)
.

Fi
gu

re
 1

8.
3.

 S
el

ec
te

d 
pr

of
es

si
on

s 
in

 B
al

i, 
20

10
–2

01
6



Rethinking urbanisation, development, and collective action in Indonesia 211

Suriyani 2020). The return to farming (and fishing) also corresponded 
with food-sharing initiatives; for example, Denpasar Kolektif (Denpasar 
Collective), a hardcore punk community, initiated ‘Punk-Pangan’ 
(Punks for Food) to regularly distribute free vegetables at the offices of 
Wahana Lingkungan Hidup (WALHI) (Figure 18.4). The distribution 

Source: Gilang Pratama (2020).

Figure 18.4. ‘Punk-Pangan’ – free vegetable distribution at WALHI, 
Denpasar
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of free vegetables also created space for greater advocacy against laws, 
projects, and practices considered harmful to the environment, such as 
the Benoa Bay reclamation and changes to the spatial planning, mining, 
and 2020 national omnibus ‘job creation’ laws. WALHI itself is an en-
vironmental NGO known for its advocacy activities for environmental 
issues in Indonesia; hence, the distribution of free vegetables at their 
offices, interspersed with handwritten advocacy posters on the table 
where they placed the vegetables, made the pandemic moment into a 
call for collective action to address wider environmental issues. In the 
case of STKS, the youths also developed training on the basic tech-
niques of farming and food processing alongside classes on philosoph-
ical and sociological concepts that questioned capitalist development, 
including critical topics such as agrarian social movements, feminism, 
and ecology (STKS 2020).

These farming movements are examples of collective actions that 
were both pragmatic and political. By demonstrating society’s ability 
to continue functioning socially, economically, and culturally, they pro-
moted a message of resilience. Compared to the panic buying of basic 
supplies in cities like Hong Kong, Singapore, and Jakarta at the start 
of the pandemic, this association between farming and resilience was 
situated in the pandemic as a critique of ‘cities as engines of economic 
growth’ as an unsustainable paradigm that exploits the countryside for 
resources (Tacoli 1998). In practice, these farmers’ collectives ranged 
from very pragmatic ones – choosing farming after being laid off from 
service jobs, for example – to ideologically purposive ones – challenging 
urban development trajectories and promoting ecological-environmen-
tal sustainability. Nevertheless, the promotion of resilience in farming 
as a form of collective action makes farming a ‘purposive, meaning-
ful, and potentially creative’ way to challenge political establishments 
(Chesters and Welsh 2011, p.5), especially when they had regularly 
evicted farmers to develop infrastructure for urban economies.

Second, collective actions transcended beyond local neighbourhoods 
through peer-to-peer citizens’ networks. Where government interven-
tions were lacking and corporations’ activities were slowed down, 
 existing networks marshalled food resources from the countryside. 
Bursts of crowdfunding initiatives in the Philippines, Indonesia, and 
Singapore during the pandemic constituted collective actions beyond 
their immediate spatial territories. It is, however, fair to question the 
sustainability of these initiatives. Nathalie Dagmang (2020), an activist 
in Manila, said:
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It feels frustrating knowing that what we were doing was still inefficient 
and unsustainable. The government has all the resources, communication 
channels, control over transportation, and the personnel for checkpoints 
and local units. They are the ones mandated, by virtue of our votes and 
taxes, to provide for our needs during calamities such as this. But where 
are they now?

These initiatives highlighted the lack of state capacity in these coun-
tries, and the sustainability of citizens’ collective actions depended on 
their ability to evolve into a structured societal alternative.

On the one hand, the pandemic provided a political opportunity 
for collective actions that advocated for societal change. Restrictions 
on physical spaces for gatherings intensified the use of technology as 
a public sphere. For instance, Kampung Akuarium in Jakarta contin-
ued their ongoing land reform process through online meetings with 
government officials. Protests and discussions occurred online, cover-
ing issues such as environmental sustainability, critical thoughts on ur-
banisation-as-usual, and the distribution of land and agrarian reform. 
Examples of these online actions included the ‘People’s Court’ (Sidang 
Rakyat) on 1 June 2020, which was facilitated by the Indonesia Legal 
Aid Foundation to gather testimonies of witnesses from many parts of 
Indonesia to demand revocation of the new mining law. Online–offline 
alliances also opened up possibilities to connect distant geographies to 
build solidarity, such as the crowdfunding initiative to buy rice from 
cement factory-threatened farmers in Central Java for the urban poor 
in Jakarta.

On the other hand, overreliance on the online sphere might perpetu-
ate larger social inequalities in access to technology. Furthermore, there 
were signs of pandemic-induced shrinkage of civic spaces following 
restrictions on public gatherings, cuts in funding for democracy and 
human rights advocacy, movement restrictions, and further limitations 
on freedom of speech (Gomez and Ramcharan 2020). Restrictions in 
the name of preventing the virus’s spread might have also functioned as 
tools of repression. As the pandemic lingered, citizens’ attitudes shoul-
dered the blame. The ‘new normal’ emerged as a popular term to repre-
sent living with the virus as a given reality while minimising its spread. 
However, the term carries urban-biased assumptions. The eagerness 
to practise the ‘new normal’, largely defined by hygiene practices and 
regulations on social distancing, reduced the role of citizens in pan-
demic alleviation to merely abiding by the rules. Such a ‘new normal’, 
while logically correlated to curbing the spread of the virus, reduced the 
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problem to citizens’ attitudes rather than questioning the larger prob-
lem of inequality in ‘normal’ urban development trajectories. While 
there have been legitimate questions on how citizens’ lack of discipline 
worsened the pandemic, seeing the persistence of the pandemic sole-
ly as a problem of discipline increases the appeal of authoritarianism. 
Celebrating the achievements of countries that took more authoritarian 
approaches to containing the pandemic weakened the political oppor-
tunity to advocate for alternative societal structures and urban devel-
opment paradigms. COVID-19 thus called into question ‘the ability of 
the democratic model to cope with devastating events’ (Belin and De 
Maio 2020, p.1).

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated how collective action  
could provide alternatives to ‘normal’ urbanisation through action on 
the ground, activating networks, and intensifying the use of an on-
line public sphere. These collective actions highlighted alternatives to 
the ‘normal’ supply chain, the ‘normal’ competitive economy, and the  
‘normal’ obsession with skyscrapers and buildings. The ability to col-
lectively act and function autonomously in the local context – social-
ly, economically, and culturally – allowed citizens to continue thriving  
during a crisis. These actions largely consisted of simple gestures in 
social relationships, care for the environment, and making economies 
relevant to the everyday life of the land. The sustainability of these 
alternatives, however, was also affected by the availability of space, 
resources, and time. With governments and economic powers active-
ly promoting ‘new normal’ narratives, existing social inequalities and 
environmental issues could remain unresolved, potentially affecting  
spaces for collective actions that need to continue evolving to sustain 
their momentum.
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