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Abstract: Since initiating political reform in 1998, Indonesia has sought to restructure its political institutions and 
processes as a means of reinforcing public autonomy. This article explores the three direct gubernatorial elections that 
have occurred in North Sumatra since the process was first implemented, namely in 2008, 2013, and 2018. We 
interviewed key actors, including gubernatorial candidates, political party leaders, and electoral agents, and analyzed the 
cultural practices of corruption and bribery. The first three local elections’ examinations of North Sumatra reveal that 
transactional politics occurred through the practice of corruption and exchange of public offices, thereby having a 
deleterious effect on public services of the North Sumatra Provincial Government. Moreover, local culture tends to 
accept to provision and receipt of bribes and gratuities during local elections. This study contributes to the discourse on 
the beliefs and practices that go against the values of democracy and threaten established political systems. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Several studies have shown that elections in 
Indonesia, including direct gubernatorial elections, 
involve high levels of transactionalism while ignoring 
legal guidelines and good governance practices (Carty, 
1981; Masaaki & Rozaki, 2006, Hadiz, 2005). Often, 
would-be candidates provide financial and material 
goods to party elites in order to be selected for 
electoral contestation. Such transactions have been 
common in the direct gubernatorial elections that have 
been implemented since Indonesia began its political 
reform, and efforts to improve local government 
performance have thus suffered.  

Cheema and Rodinelli (2007) argue that 
decentralization has promoted local accountability, 
political equity, and local responsiveness within local 
communities and governments. A similar argument is 
put forth by Sahdan (2008), who suggests that local 
participation and decision-making have been promoted 
through direct local elections. However, other studies 
have found that direct local elections have failed to 
strengthen local communities, instead of creating 
further distance between citizens and local government 
processes (cf. Bjork, 2006). 

Studies of direct elections within the context of 
decentralization have found that they have created and 
driven local power struggles (van Klinken, 2002; Antlov, 
2003; Hadiz, 2005; Mietzner, 2007). Scholars have 
found that, although direct elections were implemented  
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with the expectation that it would promote the 
democratic selection of local elites, they have been 
hindered by the practice of paternalism and mutual 
symbiosis during elections (Sidel, 2004; Bamba, 2006). 
As a result, direct elections have been used solely to 
advance the interests of the ruling elite and to maintain 
their access to state resources. Many studies (Putra, 
2017; Qadir, 2014) have limited their discussion to the 
specific practices during direct local elections that 
violate democratic principles and electoral guidelines. 
This study, conversely, will explore transactional 
practices during the candidacy process: the foundation 
upon which all electoral processes are established.  

This article, thus, seeks to answer three important 
questions regarding the culture of transactional politics 
in Indonesia, namely (1) How has transactional politics, 
as a violation of electoral regulations, been practiced in 
the recruitment and gubernatorial election processes in 
North Sumatra? (2) How have transactional politics and 
the fulfillment of commitments affected institutional 
performance and public service quality? and (3) How 
have local and national political systems and culture 
legitimized the practice of transactional politics? These 
questions will be used to investigate the link between 
transactional politics and poor government 
performance as well as the emergence of political 
practices and cultures that violate democratic principles 
and electoral regulations. 

Transactional politics occur and are practiced in 
every stage of the electoral process, from candidate 
selection through post-election governance. 
Understanding them, thus, is important for three 
reasons. First, transactional political practices tend to 
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be understood by the public as the means through 
which local elites maintain their power and access to 
state resources. Second, the political conflict caused by 
transactional politics has a detrimental effect on the 
local government's ability to provide public services. 
Third, political elites' transactional practices can create 
new political cultures that violate electoral law and 
democratic principles. Transactional politics thus 
requires serious attention from various parties. 

1.1. Transactional Politics in The Literature 

Petrova and Tarow (2007) discuss transactionalism 
within the context of electoral corruption, including 
political corruption, vote-buying, and racketeering (cf. 
Solihah, 2016). They identify transactionalism as a 
form of political pragmatism, understanding this social 
phenomenon as resulting from practical actions (Halim, 
2014). To define transactional politics, it is necessary to 
achieve a conceptual understanding. According to 
Petrova and Tarow (2007), transactional politics is 
inexorably linked to money politics; indeed, money is 
commonly used for political expression (cf. Wright, 
1976). To further understand transactional politics, it is 
thus necessary to understand its mechanisms and 
practices and their effects. 

1.2. Concepts and Mechanisms of Transactional 
Politics 

Petrova and Tarow (2007) define transactional 
politics as involving organized interactions between 
political parties, authorities, and institutions. They 
argue that there is a logical link between participation 
and inter-actor relationships, even as these concepts 
are analytically distinguished and exist independently. 
Transactional politics is closely correlated with money 
politics, as both are used for political expression and 
participation, and both become embedded in political 
culture through continued practice (Bevier, 1985; 
Wright, 1976). As a form of transactionalism, money 
politics refers to the provision of financial incentives 
(such as campaign contributions) as a means of 
political communication. In such cases, money has a 
communicative purpose, one that can influence political 
behavior; it is used as a political tool, a signal of 
support or means of persuasion for elected officials and 
the electorate, and thus influences political activities. 
As such, the discussion of transactional politics 
necessitates discussion of money (Bevier, 1985). 

In Indonesia, transactional politics has become a 
common social practice (Utari, 2016; Saidah et al., 
2018; Subekhan, 2018), and local elections have thus 

provided fertile ground for money. Utari (2016) explains 
that transactional politics (including money politics) 
occurs in several stages. First, would-be candidates 
provide financial incentives to political parties in order 
to persuade them to provide political support. These 
candidates then accumulate financial resources, which 
they use to hire campaign teams, shape public opinion, 
and conduct campaign activities. Candidates also use 
the money to mobilize support and accumulate 
electoral momentum. Some candidates give bribes and 
gratuities to party functionaries, entrepreneurs, 
electoral commission members, and even members of 
the voting public. 

Political transactions, including money politics, 
involve mutualistic relationships between perpetrators 
(parties, politicians, and brokers) and victims (voters). 
All of these actors reap some benefit from money 
politics. For politicians, it offers an instant medium for 
accumulating (buying) votes. For voters, meanwhile, 
money politics offers a semiregular source of income, 
one that is more "real" than the programs promised by 
candidates (Ratnasari, 2016). According to Ratnasari 
(2016), such transactional practices ultimately show 
that candidates lack the qualities and competencies 
necessary to promote good governance, and as such, 
they resort to illegal and immoral means of 
accumulating support (i.e. persuading voters through 
fiscal incentives). At the same time, political parties are 
incapable of realizing their ideal purposes (political 
socialization, political communication, conflict 
management, interest articulation, interest aggregation, 
and connecting constituents with the government), 
instead of being trapped in an ouroboros of internal 
conflict (Sulardi & Sulistyaningsih, 2017). 

1.3. Types and Impact of Transactional Politics 

Within the context of transactional politics, 
Sirajuddin (2016) shows that the practice of money 
politics in local elections is an open secret. According 
to a survey by Transparency International Indonesia, 
money is involved in the electoral process from the 
beginning of the registration process, when candidates 
seek the backing of parties or coalitions (Sulardi and 
Sulistyaningsih, 2017). Rohmawati shows that, in such 
transactionalism, money (belonging to candidates or 
donors) is given to other actors to buy votes or 
otherwise reap political benefits; in other words, money 
politics is a conscious practice (Rohmawati, 2013). 

Money politics may be practiced in Indonesia, for 
example, through 'dawn attacks' (serangan fajar), the 
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distribution of money to one or more voters in order to 
ensure a candidate's electoral victory. These dawn 
attacks predominantly target lower- or middle-class 
voters, and most frequently occur in the lead-up to 
election day (Subekhan, 2018). Other types of 
transactional politics include political bartering, political 
puppetry, and high-cost politics. Solihah (2016) defines 
political bartering as a creation of political agreements 
between candidates and parties to manipulate 
candidacy processes. Political puppetry, meanwhile, is 
defined by Ashiddiqi as occurring when parties – 
recognizing that a strong incumbent is running for re-
election – select a candidate to run a losing campaign; 
this generally has pragmatic reasons (Solihah, 2016). 

Transactional politics have specific and detrimental 
effects (Fitriyani, 2018; Wulandari & Perludem, 2017). 
Several studies in Indonesia have found that 
transactional politics erode democratic principles, with 
pure and sincere aspirations being bought to advance 
individuals' own interests. Consequently, voters have 
lost their faith in the political leadership and their 
elected representatives. This, in turn, has had 
deleterious effects on national life, with social 
fragmentation threatening Indonesia's continued 
security and corruption undermining its democratic 
system (Fitriyani, 2018). Samuels hypothesizes that 
campaign funding significantly affects elections in new 
democracies, with donors' money being exchanged for 
the ability to influence public policy and political 
services. Demand for donor money is driven by intense 
electoral competition, both within and between parties, 
as well as a desire to establish a collective and/or 
individual reputation. Politicians and donors maintain 
regular communication, and ultimately transactional 
mechanisms are established between them (Samuels, 
2001). 

2. METHODOLOGY 

This study seeks to discuss transactional politics 
within the context of the 2008, 2013, and 2018 North 
Sumatran gubernatorial elections. It applies a 
qualitative approach, verifying its data through 
triangulation and contextual analysis. Data were 
collected through in-depth interviews with informants, 
including all candidates who contested the elections. 
Interviews were also conducted with party 
administrators at the local and national level in order to 
ascertain the processes and mechanisms used by 
parties to select their candidates. To ensure the validity 
and reliability of data, the results were crosschecked 
through interviews with other actors involved in the 
electoral process, including campaign team members.  

Complementing these interviews, focus group 
discussions were held with various stakeholders, 
including academics, civil society activists, members of 
the Local General Election Commission and the 
Election Monitoring Agency of North Sumatra (both 
responsible for the implementation of direct elections), 
political party representatives familiar with candidate 
selection procedures, and members of the public. All of 
these data were used to better understand the process 
through which gubernatorial candidates have been 
selected in North Sumatra. In the qualitative research, 
a deeper interview method can be used with several 
approaches, one of them is to get valid information 
using informants, so the secretness of their approach 
can be obtained. 

3. RESULTS  

This study understands transactional politics as 
involving the abuse of political power by distributing 
goods, funds, and/or services in order to achieve 
specific political goals and reach agreements with 
political parties/elites. More specifically, transactional 
politics refers to the strategies used by gubernatorial 
candidates and their allies (including the distribution of 
goods, funds, and/or services) to receive the political 
backing of parties or coalitions. The practice of 
transactional politics is thus evidenced by the existence 
of agreements to exchange goods, funds, and/or 
services in exchange for support. Transactional politics 
have a detrimental effect on the quality of public 
services and performance of the government, and 
ultimately shape political culture from the local level 
through the national level. 

3.1. Practices of Transactional Politics and 
Irregularities in Gubernatorial Recruitment 
Processes in North Sumatra 

North Sumatra is Indonesia's third-largest province, 
and its population of 14.6 million represents 18% of the 
national population (BPS, 2020). Demographically, it 
consists of eight indigenous ethnic groups and thirteen 
migrant groups from throughout Indonesia; the largest 
of these are the Javanese, who represent 43% of the 
province's population. North Sumatra may be divided 
into four regions; the East Coast and Southern 
Mountains are predominantly Muslim, while the West 
Coast and Nias Archipelago are predominantly non-
Muslim (see Figure 1). 

Profiles of North Sumatra's gubernatorial 
candidates since 2008 are presented in Figure 2 below. 
Information was obtained from election documents, 
interviews, and focus group discussions. 
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Figure 1: Demographic map of North Sumatra. 

 

 
Figure 2: Profile of Gubernatorial Candidates, North Sumatra (2008–2018) (Source: field research, 2019). 
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Interviews and discussions with informants 

identified three types of transactional politics as 
occurring in North Sumatra. First, candidates may 
distribute money to agents, administrators, and political 
parties. Second, candidates may offer positions in 
government offices and state-owned enterprises to 
their allies. Third, candidates may promise to provide 
supporters with access to government projects 
(interviews with informants, gubernatorial candidates, 
and political party leaders, 2018). There are 2 elected 
gubernatorial, 8 candidates, 7 party leaders at 
provincial level, 5 party leaders in the capital, 5 
electoral agents, 5 selection committee. Thus, in total, 
we had interview with 32 persons.  

3.2. Distribution of Money 

Documents obtained in the field showed that 
political parties filter potential candidates through 
registration, selection, and appointment processes. 
Several parties have open registration systems, 
allowing non-members to register themselves as 
candidates and receive political backing. 

One informant, a member of a political party's 
candidacy committee, stated that his party conducts 
internal surveys to measure the popularity and 
electability of its members. The results of this survey 
are discussed by the central party leadership in 
Jakarta, as are the recommendations of the local party 
administrators. Ultimately, the party leadership chooses 
candidates who are popular, electable, and have 
access to the necessary campaign funds. If a 
candidate meets all of these criteria, the party may 
even choose a non-member. 

"The candidate we chose, [we chose him] 
because he had been a military officer in 
North Sumatra. He had the logistics 
necessary to accumulate campaign funds. 
We had to appoint a party member as his 
deputy to ensure that our interests could 
be advanced if he were elected." 
(interview with an informant, party 
administrator, September 2, 2018). 

A different experience was narrated by an informant 
who, despite being a member of a political party, had 
not received their backing. As the informant stated: 

"I tried talking with my political party. After 
I didn't receive the support of the party in 
which I was registered, I sought another 
'boat' (party). The smaller ones gave me 

their backing. That wasn't pere (free). I 
had to pay, invite them to dinner, seek 
recommendations from Jakarta, give party 
administrators 'signing fees'. They also 
expected access to positions in state-
owned enterprises. One party demanded 
the deputy gubernatorial position, 
threatening to leave if this did not happen. 
The expenditures were significant; to 
estimate, billions of rupiah" (interview with 
an informant, in Medan, December 9, 
2018). 

A third informant, a candidate who had served as 
chairman of his political party, stated: 

"As party chairman, I was responsible for 
funding party activities. If I weren't 
selected for governor, where would it get 
the money? The party needed money to 
consolidate in order to receive voter 
support. We had difficulty finding donors, 
and so it was paramount that we gain 
control of the government. [Once we had], 
the party could do anything. I guaranteed 
that, if I were elected, the party's 
commitments… they'd be my 
commitments too. Our path was the 
same." (interview with an informant, in 
Medan, October 27, 2018). 

One gubernatorial candidate stated that brokers and 
agents helped facilitate facilitating meetings with party 
officials and otherwise receive party support. 

"I'm a member of the party, but when I 
registered as a gubernatorial candidate, 
they decided I wasn't allowed to run 
because someone else could commit to 
the party 'higher ups'. There were agents 
too, so even we party members were not 
entirely heeded by the central party 
administration" (interview with an 
informant, in Medan, October 10, 2018). 

The above-mentioned broker explained: 

"A friend from Jakarta, who was close to 
the 'higher-ups', asked me to work with the 
people in Medan. If they wanted to be 
governor, we could handle it. I provided 
one candidate to the party, and after they 
agreed upon an 'amount', the party made 
its recommendation." 
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One gubernatorial candidate admitted that he had 
had difficulty finding a running mate because his 
recommendation was rejected. 

"I was the governor, wanted to run again. I 
wanted to find a deputy who shared my 
vision, but it was difficult… there were so 
many political demands. I am a party 
member, but in Jakarta, it's hard to find 
support without making commitments. As 
such, I had to make commitments, and 
find the kind of running mate they wanted. 
I chose my running mate in accordance 
with party demands." (interview with an 
informant, elected governor, January 5, 
2015). 

One elected deputy gubernatorial candidate stated 
that the party had not concerned itself much with his 
development proposals, simply approving his multi-
billion-rupiah budget. 

"During the internal party selection 
processes, development programs were 
not prioritized. Rather, the candidate who 
could meet the party's demands was 
chosen. I was asked to provide some 
money for campaign activities. The guber-
natorial candidate gave the party money to 
receive their support and fulfill their 
candidacy requirements." (interview with 
an informant, elected deputy gubernatorial 
candidate, November 13, 2018). 

Political parties that did not have any seats in local 
parliament also had their own strategies. 

"I had a political party. I approached 
candidates who had money. Among them 
was one who could fulfill our demands. He 
was the former executive of a bank in 
North Sumatra. I called him directly, 
phoned him, to talk about support. He 
counted on our support, and we received 
money for our recommendation" (interview 
with an informant, party chairman, Medan, 
September 12, 2018). 

This information was confirmed by another 
candidate, who stated that he had spent a billion rupiah 
to receive the support of his political party. As the 
informant stated: 

"I went to them, the administrators of that 
small party, and offered myself. After a 

lengthy discussion, we started talking 
about money. At the time, I was in search 
of a party. Because there weren't enough 
large parties, I was compelled to take that 
small party." (Interview with an informant, 
Gerindra politician, Medan, September 13, 
2018). 

3.3. Distribution of Public Offices 

In some cases, transactional politics occurs when 
donors are promised positions within government 
agencies and corporations. According to one informant, 
who won the 2008 gubernatorial election: 

"If we wanted the support of a political 
party, aside from money, we would also 
have to promise them positions in state-
owned corporations. If someone asked for 
a spot, we'd just give it, promise it. 
Commissioner, chairman, whatever. It was 
facile, perhaps, but we could call those 
who recommended us, get reports." 
(informant, elected governor, November 
13, 2018). 

Another informant, who served as the director of a 
local state-owned enterprise in North Sumatra, 
explained: 

"I was the first person to support the 
governor. I was the chairman of the party 
in 2008. At the time, I convinced him, "If 
you go for it, win it. But consider me for an 
office in the agriculture company, okay?" 
After he was inaugurated, not much later I 
was appointed general director" (interview 
with an informant, director of a local state-
owned enterprise, November 5, 2018). 

Data on local state-owned enterprises in North 
Sumatra shows that, of the fifteen positions in five 
state-owned enterprises, ten were occupied by 
gubernatorial campaign team members. One informant 
explained: 

"Positions in state-owned enterprises are 
offered to political parties. There is a water 
company, agriculture company, bank, etc. 
Commissioner, director. These positions 
are always sought by parties during 
gubernatorial elections." 

This was confirmed by a retired bureaucrat, who 
also stated:  
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"Yes… we have seven local state-owned 
enterprises (Bank of North Sumatra, North 
Sumatra Agriculture Company, Tirtanadi 
Water Company, Dhirga Surya of North 
Sumatra, Industry and Service Company, 
and Infrastructure and Structure 
Development Company of North 
Sumatra). Their directors and the 
members of their supervisory boards are 
normally appointed by the governor, 
sometimes upon the recommendation of 
the political party or local parliament." 
(interview with an informant, retired 
bureaucrat, Medan, November 19, 2018). 

According to media reports, in late 2018 the 
government conducted open recruitment for the 
positions of the commissioner, supervisor, and director. 
However, the process ultimately did not follow 
applicable guidelines (Tribun Medan, December 17, 
2018). One informant, discussing the offices in local 
state-owned enterprises, emphasized: 

"Since direct gubernatorial elections were 
implemented, the offices of director and 
supervisor have become important and 
contested by political parties, campaign 
teams, and the 'allies' of the governor and 
deputy governor. This happened in 2008, 
2013, and in 2018, just recently. So, to 
access these positions, one must 
approach a political party first." (interview 
with an informant, retired bureaucrat, 
Medan, November 19, 2018). 

3.4. Distribution of Government Projects 

In 2018, the Corruption Eradication Commission of 
Indonesia (KPK) charged 38 members of the North 
Sumatra Parliament with graft. The previous year, the 
commission had found the Speaker of Parliament guilty 
of corruption (Detik.com). Raharjo, the KPK 
commissioner, stated: 

"Members of Provincial Parliament in 
North Sumatra have used their authority to 
facilitate kong kalikong (corrupt 
relationships) with executives. Corruption 
has occurred at a massive scale, including 
in functional and legislative authority, and 
facilitated further agreements between 
executive and legislative actors" (Kompas, 
2018).  

One party chairman, who also sat on the party's 
candidate selection committee, stated. 

"The candidates supported, usually they're 
the ones who promise to provide access 
to government projects. Informally… it's 
not written. After being elected, candidates 
usually decide what projects will be 
entrusted to party administrators. They 
use all kinds of approaches. Any money 
from these projects… well, some of it is 
used for personal purposes, and part of it 
is given to the party to fund its activities." 
(interview with an informant, August 27, 
2018). 

Media reports have shown that these government 
projects are provided to political. parties in return for 
their support. Reinforcing this argument, an investi-
gation by Tempo magazine (2015) showed that budget 
assistance peaked in North Sumatra in 2013, shortly 
before the gubernatorial election. One informant stated: 

"I had to find a way to ensure the 
regents/mayors supported us. The party 
recommended that I provide funds to them 
to get their backing. That money came 
from the local budget. I decided to follow 
this recommendation, and the technical 
matters were handled by the chairman of 
the board" (interview with an informant, 
November 25, 2018). 

A former bureaucrat provided additional information 
regarding the distribution of government projects 
following gubernatorial elections. 

"I used to work for a government financial 
office. Party people would often come to 
me, ask for a 'package' (government 
work/project). That's not permitted, but the 
leader (governor) told me to acquiesce to 
their demands. Those party people were 
the ones who had supported the governor 
during the election, and so he gave them 
local government projects." (interview with 
an informant, November 28, 2018). 

This informant testified before KPK regarding the 
practice of corruption in North Sumatra. As he 
explained: 

"I had to testify to KPK numerous times. 
They asked me how much money was 
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given to politicians, and why. That 
happened during the gubernatorial 
elections… we had to give money or jobs 
to party administrators, as we promised 
when we were seeking the support of 
political parties." (interview with an 
informant, November 28, 2018). 

The above-mentioned corruption case became a 
national issue, and 86 members of the North Sumatra 
Parliament were found guilty (KPK, 2018). The use of 
government projects to obtain political support during 
gubernatorial elections was mentioned by one 
informant, who works in law enforcement. 

"According to our records, several local 
government projects were entrusted to 
Members of Provincial Parliament 
because they had supported the governor 
during the gubernatorial election. These 
projects also involved 'fees', remuneration; 
they had to pay before starting the 
project." 

3.5. Local and National Political Systems and 
Cultures 

Transactional politics is strictly prohibited by Article 
47 of Law No. 10 of 2016 regarding Gubernatorial, 
Regent, and Mayoral Elections. According to 
Paragraph 5 of this article, candidates proven to have 
illegally given or accepted money will automatically 
have their candidacies revoked. Meanwhile, according 
to Paragraph 2, any political parties proven to have 
accepted money in exchange for political support will 
be prohibited from fielding a candidate in the next 
election at the same level.  

During a focus group discussion (2018) regarding 
the political system, political culture, and gubernatorial 
elections, a local political scientist stated: 

"Most of the people of North Sumatra 
accept transactional politics as part of the 
candidacy process, though some are 
opposed, seeing it as violating the 
democratic principle of justice." (FGD, 
2019).  

Another participant added: 

"We have yet to find a case where law 
enforcement has subjected a 
gubernatorial candidate to legal sanctions, 

even though reports are widespread" 
(FGD, 2019).  

According to one party administrator who 
participated in this discussion: 

"Political parties still use their internal 
selection processes when choosing their 
gubernatorial candidate, but these 
processes are not transparent. The 
interests of the political elites at the 
national and local level accommodate 
transactionalism in candidate selection in 
North Sumatra—though, for me, these 
transactions don't necessarily have to 
involve money." (FGD, 2019). 

According to another informant, a civil society 
activist: 

"Transactionalism in the candidacy 
process has been accepted as a common 
practice, or even habit, by the political 
elite. Political parties don't teach 
constituents about how leaders derive 
their power from the people or work for the 
collective interest. As such, they don't 
often protest the violations of election law 
in North Sumatra. Giving and receiving 
gratuities has become part of the tradition 
and culture of North Sumatra." (FGD, 
2019) 

A cultural leader stated that: 

"The tradition of giving and accepting 
gratuities remains common in Malay and 
Batak culture. Malays still consider give 
and accept gratuities during rituals such 
as nujuh bulan (celebrating the seventh 
month of pregnancy) and weddings, as 
well as during Islamic holidays and 
thanksgiving ceremonies. Batak’s do this 
too, as seen in such traditions as boras mi 
tondi (giving rice) and upa-upa, giving 
prayers and gifts to people who are 
recovering from disaster or who are 
celebrating something (interview with an 
informant, December 23, 2019). 

"Gratuity-giving has been practiced for 
generations by the people of North 
Sumatra. It is seen as a means of 
maintaining relationships with other 
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people. This deeply rooted culture is a 
major reason that giving and accepting 
gratuities is seen as natural and as means 
of showing thanks." (interview with an 
informant, December 22, 2018). 

Another informant, a civil society activist, elucidated: 

"Although most people in North Sumatra 
know about government corruption, if we 
were to ask them to demonstrate or 
protest, most wouldn't. It's like they 
understand the practice, because a lot of 
them go to the governor for help if they are 
planning an activity. Religious and 
professional organizations always seek 
the assistance of the governor. Where 
would he get the funds, if not from the 
provincial budget?" (interview with an 
informant, civil society activist, Medan, 
December 17, 2018). 

4. DISCUSSION 

As mentioned above, North Sumatra is an ethnically 
and religiously diverse Indonesian province. As such, 
ethnic and religious representation are important 
considerations in candidate selection processes 
(Figure 1). However, according to one informant, 
representation is far from the only factor considered by 
political parties when choosing and backing 
candidates. 

Transactional politics that happen in gubernatorial 
elections will and obviously generate an extremely high 
cost to the candidates, thus when a candidate is 
elected, they will have a lot of loan to be paid. The 
money they used in the election usually the money of 
another person (could be businessman or company). 
So, when they elected, they will pay the loan by giving 
their partner with the projects from government. The 
concept of bribery and gratification is occurring when a 
public officer accepting bribery and gratification from 
the businessman who wins project from local 
government. The concept of of abuse of public office is 
when public officer is giving advantages to the 
businessman who has highest priority to get the 
project, they get highest priority because they spent 
money for their elected candidate. The concept of 
corruption is happened when specific businessman has 
been chosen to win a project in government.  

As summarized in Figure 2 above, interviews found 
an interplay of several factors. First, political parties did 
not necessarily back their own members, but 
sometimes selected other candidates. Second, the 
results of the gubernatorial election did not always 
correlate linearly with parties' previous electoral 
performance. Third, candidates' willingness to 
distribute money and positions was considered as part 
of the selection process. Fourth, successful 
gubernatorial candidates ultimately entrusted 
government projects to their allies and supporters, 
thereby deleteriously affecting government 
performance and service quality. 

4.1. Transactional Politics and Electoral Violation in 
Gubernatorial Candidacies 

This study shows that transactional politics between 
gubernatorial candidates and political parties occurs 
during the candidacy process through the distribution of 
money, positions, and government projects. Such 
transactionalism violates Law No. 10 of 2006, which 
regulates local election, but cannot easily be proven as 
it involves informal discussions and occurs behind 
closed doors. Local elites rely on these political 
transactions to maintain their control over and access 
to state resources. 

Money is frequently used in North Sumatra to 
facilitate the gubernatorial candidacy process. The 
former candidates interviewed all stated that money 
was crucial, a potent tool for initiating discussions and 
ultimately receiving parties' political support. Such 
transactionalism also created opportunities for political 
brokers to become involved in the process and help 
candidates meet and negotiate with party elites. 
Without money, communication would not occur. This 
reinforces previous findings about the widespread use 
of money politics as a form of transactional politics 
(Wright, 1976; Bevier, 1985). Despite legal prohibitions, 
candidates and party elites consciously and 
deliberately use money in their political transactions 
(Rohmawati, 2013). Money politics, thus, is a type and 
impact of transactional politics in Indonesia. 

During the candidacy process, candidates also 
commit to distributing political offices to their 
supporters. Interviews with gubernatorial candidates 
and party elites found that these decisions are made 
jointly, with candidates making commitments before 
election and fulfilling them afterwards. Such 
commitments, which have also been identified in 
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previous studies (Getz, 2008; Rahmadan, 2010; Amin, 
2017), are based in mutual symbiosis between parties, 
politicians, and brokers. Such distribution of political 
offices can negatively affect the quality of local 
governance and promote corruption. The commitment 
to distribute political offices to supporters may thus be 
considered a mechanism of transactional politics.  

Candidates and parties may also commit to 
distributing government projects to advance their 
interests and increase their income through project 
fees. As shown by Tempo magazine, it has been 
common for the North Sumatran government to 
distribute money to municipal governments through a 
bantuan daerah bawahan (subordinate area 
assistance) scheme. Although ostensibly meant to fund 
physical development, this scheme also serves to 
guarantee the political support of municipal officials. 
This scheme offers fertile ground for corruption and 
embezzlement, as there are no specific project criteria 
and accountability mechanisms are poorly defined. 
One informant confirmed that the distribution of money 
through this scheme occurs rapidly, even if this violates 
applicable law, as it ensures that regents and mayors 
have sufficient funds to campaign for the incumbent 
governor. Such transactionalism has offered local elites 
a means of accessing and controlling state resources, 
thereby enabling them to profit from government 
activities. The commitment to distribute government 
projects may thus be understood as a mechanism of 
transactional politics. 

4.2. The Effects of Transactional Commitments on 
Institutional Performance  

When the above-mentioned commitments are 
fulfilled, government performance suffers. In North 
Sumatra, this can be seen through three indicators. 
First, in reports on the accountability of government 
institutions issued by the Ministry of Administrative and 
Political Reform, the North Sumatran government has 
yet to score higher than 60 ('good') since direct 
elections were implemented. As such, it may be 
concluded that budget implementation remains 
ineffective and inefficient, which necessarily affects 
government performance and service quality. The 
North Sumatran government lacks a culture of goal-
oriented good governance, and as such it has been 
unable to realize its stated vision and mission. 

Second, the North Sumatran government has failed 
to adequately provide the basic services of education 
and healthcare, both of which are necessary to shape 
Indonesia's future generations. Statistics Indonesia 
(2017), applying national standards and indicators, 
found that almost half of North Sumatra's classrooms 
are not suitable learning environments (see Table 1). 
Dropout rates are among the highest in the country, 
more than half of students are delayed in beginning 
their educations, and teacher competency levels are 
dismal (BPS, 2017). Health infrastructure is similarly 
lacking. More than half of government clinics are 
dilapidated, and medical staff are overburdened, being 
expected to cover the medical needs of three or four 

Table 1: North Sumatra Education and Health Services 2017 

No. Services Amount Good Condition Information 

Education 

Elementary School Classroom’s Facility 105,655  36,451 

Junior High School Classroom’s Facility  39,910  13,769 

Senior High School Classroom’s Facility  20,437  7,051 

Vocational High School Classroom’s Facility  17,159  5,920 

Kindergarten School Classroom’s Facility  8,869  3,060 

1. 

Extraordinary School Classroom’s Facility  771  266 

Only 34.5% of class room 
facilities were in good 

condition 
 

 Sub Total  192,802   66,517   

Health 

Public Health Center 571 199 

Hospital Type A 1 1 

Hospital Type B 28 25 

2. 

Doctor 2.871 2.871 

As many as 35% of the 
physical condition of the 

puskesmas buildings is not 
good 

Source: Processed from Data Center of Ministry of Education and Ministry of Health, 2018. 
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villages simultaneously. There is only one clinic for 
every 23,266 people, and one doctor for every 4,528 
people. These conditions indicate that North Sumatra's 
directly elected governors have yet to prioritize 
education and healthcare. 

Third, data from the Audit Board of Indonesia (2013) 
shows that the North Sumatran government has 
violated applicable laws in its distribution of provincial 
funds; this can be seen, for example, in the 
government giving Rp 380.4 billion worth of goods to 
residents as grants (BPK, 2013). An investigation by 
Tempo magazine similarly found that state resources 
were exchanged between the incumbent governor and 
local members of parliament as part of the 
gubernatorial candidacy process (Tempo, 2015). 
Ultimately, an Indonesian court found this governor 
guilty of misusing government funds to provide bribes 
to legislators. 

Meanwhile, the governor elected in 2018 has yet to 
make concrete steps towards improving the 
performance of the North Sumatran government. 
Available digital media do not provide any information 
on program improvements, but rather deal with 
controversial statements and other missteps (see, for 
example, detik.com, December 31, 2019). This 
governor has also been accused of acting 
inappropriately when filling government positions 
(Medan Bisnis, February 4, 2019), reinforcing the 
argument that officials are appointed not because of 
their skill but in exchange for their political support.  

These three indicators suggest that three direct 
gubernatorial elections have failed to improve the 
performance of the North Sumatran government. 
Available data also indicates that local government 
officials have been unable to prepare clear guidelines 
and realistic goals for their programs. Reinforcing 
previous findings, this study has found that elected and 
appointed government officials lack the qualities and 
competencies necessary to implement good 
governance (Ratnasari, 2016).  

It has often been argued that decentralization and 
direct elections can improve local government 
performance. However, Crook and Manor (1998) found 
that, in South Asia and West Africa, these processes 
resulted in local political practices that violated the 
principles of democracy and good governance. 
Similarly, this study has suggested that decentralization 
and direct local elections has failed to improve 
governance in North Sumatra. Transactionalism has 

continued to limit the provincial government's ability to 
provide public services. 

4.3. Legitimization through Local and National 
Political Systems and Culture 

Studies of the political systems and cultures of 
democratic countries have found that their evolution is 
informed by local contexts (Verba & Almond, 1963; 
Putnam, 1994; Norris, 2002). Ingelhart (1998) argues 
that political culture significantly affects the stability and 
continued practice of democracy. In this discussion, 
political culture refers to the shared political practices 
and values of a community. This may be realized, for 
example, through the giving and receiving of gratuities, 
a part of the traditional teachings of North Sumatra's 
major ethnic groups (Utari, 2016; Yulia & Sari, 2018; 
Saidah et al., 2018; Subekhan, 2018) that continue to 
be practiced and embraced today.  

Indonesia's national political system has formally 
recognized the need for a just democracy, and thus 
prohibited and provided legal sanctions for the giving 
and receiving of gratuities during political processes. 
Nonetheless, this study finds that North Sumatrans 
perceive transactionalism as occurring during the 
gubernatorial candidacy process, being practiced by 
candidates, brokers, and party leaders as a means of 
expressing gratitude and advancing particular interests. 
Gubernatorial candidates must be backed by at least 
one political party to contest elections; political parties 
need money to fund their programs; and brokers serve 
to link actors who share interests despite their distinct 
needs. These actors jointly commit themselves to the 
principle of 'give and take', which they perceive as an 
Eastern (read: Indonesian) tradition.  

Indonesians tend to mimic the behaviors and 
attitudes of the political elite, and as such many 
implicitly accept the practice of transactional politics. As 
such, even when they recognize and understand the 
transactionalism that occurs during the gubernatorial 
candidacy process, and even with laws that strictly 
prohibit such practices, protests are minimal. Most 
Indonesians look the other way, being conditions by 
their political culture as well as the traditions that have 
developed in their community, even as it stymies the 
development of a democratic political system. This 
holds true for the people of North Sumatra, who 
generally perceive transactional politics as an 
acceptable part of local culture and accept it both at the 
local and national level. 
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5. CONCLUSION  

This article has explored the culture of transactional 
politics within North Sumatra's gubernatorial elections. 
Since reform began in 1998, Indonesia's political 
system has transformed fundamentally through 
decentralization and the implementation of direct local 
elections, both of which were intended to improve 
autonomy and protect Indonesians' political rights. 
However, in North Sumatra, transactionalism has 
remained common. Money politics has become an 
integral in candidacy processes, and candidates and 
political parties have established symbiotic 
relationships wherein they distribute government 
offices and projects for their mutual benefit. 
Consequently, even as transactional politics has 
deleteriously affected government performance and 
public services, it has become legitimized as part of the 
political system and culture. 

Transactional politics has remained prominent in 
Indonesia's democratic system. Policies to mitigate its 
effects, or even eradicate it completely, must consider 
three important points. First, constituents generally 
accept transactional politics as a means through which 
political elites maintain their access to state resources. 
Second, transactionalism has the potential to cause 
political conflict, which will disturb the local 
government's quality and ability to provide basic 
services. Third, the continued practice of transactional 
politics is legitimized through local political culture, 
even as it contradicts democratic principles and 
endangers the national political system. In new 
democracies such as Indonesia, transactional politics 
can occur in elections at all levels. This study not only 
deepens knowledge of transactionalism and maps its 
practices at the local level, but provides a new 
perspective for understanding its effects. 
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