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Abstract. The article considers the relationship between the 2020 regional elections in
Indonesia under the covid-19 pandemic, public space, and political activism in the social media.
The covid-19 pandemic has changed the social, political and cultural fabric of the contemporary
world. First, the covid-19 threatened the country’s healthcare system, then it affected other
aspects of social life, including the political sphere. The pandemic has been exacerbated by the
spread of misinformation about the covid-19, which is also known as the ‘infodemic’. Thus, the
covid-19 pandemic influenced the choice of holding elections or delaying it until the situation is
under control. The development of the social media encourages political activism in the “political
public sphere’ and makes it more diverse in the sphere of egalitarianism. The political public
sphere becomes increasingly dynamic and critical to various policies. Indonesia did not postpone
the 2020 regional elections under the covid-19 crisis. According to the health protocol, this
decision had its pros and cons in the digital space. The authors show that political activists in the
social media called for prioritizing health rather than the process of democratization through
elections, while the government supporters insisted on having elections even in the covid-19
pandemic situation. Finally, the 2020 regional elections were held but were followed by various
incidents. The question is whether the government’s argument to hold elections under the covid-19
pandemic was reasonable or, on the contrary, contributed to the wider spread of the covid-19 in
Indonesia. Deliberative democracy should consider civil participation as the main pillar of the
political system, which is relevant for the new social reality as based on the new social media
technologies.
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The covid-19 pandemic implies new challenges for societies and democratic
systems all over the world by limiting social interactions — social activities and
participation in public events and meetings are under control. The covid-19
pandemic forces various fundamental transformations, especially in healthcare,
economic and social systems, including the sphere of civil and collective
responsibilities and political rights. The covid-19 pandemic has affected election
processes globally, i.e., millions of people as voters became the indirect victims of
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the pandemic. Later, the state will assess the pandemic impact of the 2020 elections.
The International Data for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) mentions
that at least 113 countries decided to hold national or regional elections despite fears
of increasing the spread of the covid-19, while 78 countries decided to postpone
elections [7].

The Indonesian government decided to hold regional elections in 2020,
although the covid-19 pandemic postponed them. The government, the House of
Representative Council (DPR) and the General Election Commission (KPU) of
Indonesia agreed to hold the elections in December 2020 despite the fact that this
political decision threatened the safety of agreed regulations. The government
argued that no one knew when the pandemic would end [10]. The decision to hold
regional elections under the pandemic caused public debates: those, who opposed
this decision, declared it unrealistic and risky, because the number of positive covid-
19 cases in Indonesia was increasing, and the epidemiological experts did not know
when the pandemic would end.

On the other hand, the development of the new media technologies is
accompanied by the increasingly sophisticated network activism, which produces
normative patterns for discussion and critical-rational debate. The new social media
destroy boundaries and promote egalitarianism and equality. In Habermas’s terms,
technologies create a ‘political public sphere’ that transcends the nation-state and
allows the fight for political ideas [8]. Therefore, the authors want to explain how
the 2020 regional elections were held in Indonesia under the covid-19 pandemic,
and focus on critical debates in the social media to consider the social consequences
of the elections. In the social media, the public can present their opinions and
arguments, while the government uses various media platforms to promote its
policies and regulations.

According to Habermas, public space is a place for information and
communication, and a place for public discussion, so the access to this public
space is free, because it is a place for freedom of assembly, association and
expression — an ideal communication venue. The public space has three features:
1) it is an arena for it provides a basis for communities’ communication; 2) it is
the public itself for it ensures democracy from the grassroots level; 3) it is an agent
of conveying aspirations from the top to the bottom [16]. Such social media
platforms as Facebook and WhatsApp have revived public spaces by providing an
unlimited time and space access which exceeds the technical potential of such
conventional public spaces as television and radio [17]. Although the public space
is considered an inclusive, egalitarian space and a foundation of democracy, there
are both segregation (separation) and negative trends (hate, fraud, fake news, and
so on) [15].

The Indonesian government issued the Regulation (Perppu) No. 2 of 2020 to
hold the regional elections on December 9, 2020, under the covid-19 pandemic.
Previously, the elections were scheduled on September 23, 2020, in 270 regions
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(9 governors, 224 regents and 37 mayors). A total of 105,396,460 registered
residents had the right to vote [13]. Before the pandemic, the KPU set the stages of
the 2020 regional elections. But the necessary political campaigns and voting
potentially threatened individual and public health. On September 15, 2020, there
were an additional 3,507 new cases, and a total of 225,030 cases with 8,965
fatalities [9]. Many worried that the regional elections in December 2020 would
produce a new cluster for the spread of the covid-19.

The number of Internet users in Indonesia increases every year. According the
Indonesian Internet Service Providers Association (APJII), in 2020, the number of
Internet users was 196.7 million people, or 73.7% of population, which is by 8.9%,
or 25.5 million users, larger than a year before [11]. Users of Java Island still
contribute the most to the increase in the number of Internet users (56.4%), followed
by Sumatra Island (22.1%), Sulawesi Island (7%), Kalimantan (6.3%), Bali-Nusa
Tenggara (5.2%), and Maluku-Papua (3%) [11].

The decision to hold the 2020 regional elections caused public debates in the
digital space on its pros and cons. Opponents argued that the decision is unrealistic
and risky under the pandemic, while supporters insisted that there was no
guarantee that the pandemic would finish quickly. According to the Dorne Emprit
Academic (DEA — an online data analysis company based on big data, artificial
intelligence and natural learning process [9]) which focused on the key word
‘Pilkada’ on the social media platforms on September 15-22, 2020, there were
208,000 conversations and discussions on 175,000 twitter platforms, 31,000
online news, and 1700 Instagram platforms with the peak on September 21
(112,000 conversations, mainly on Twitter — 101,000, online news — 10,000,
and Instagram — 354).

We will consider only the pros and cons of the Indonesian regional elections
on Twitter (Table 1). There are five influencers/public figures who wanted the
regional elections to be postponed. They have different professional
backgrounds, i.e., do not present the position of some particular group.
Azyumardi Azra is the biggest employer and academic who criticizes the
government policy. He decided not to vote to express solidarity with those who
died from or were infected with the covid-19, and argued that the elections
endangered the health of voters. Dr. Gunawan and Gia Pratama are doctors who
criticize the government and insisted that nobody cared about the elections due
to being busy with the pandemic. Farid Gaban is a journalist and political
observer, and Jack Sparo Gendeng is a humanist. They tweeted satirically the
quotes of the two largest Islamic organizations — Nahdatul Ulama (NU) and
Muhammadiyah, which had asked the government to postpone the regional
elections to 2021.

Table 2 presents the second cluster of pros based on the calls to the public to
follow health protocols during the 2020 regional elections 2020 to stop the spread
of the covid-19, and to report any violations in the election process.
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Table 1
Cons on Twitter
Influencer Status Followers | Retweets | Likes
| will not vote in the December 9 regional
Azyumardi Azra elections to express my solidarity with those
@Prof_Azyumardi | who died from or was infected with the covid-19. 28,247 2,215 6,79
21/Sep/2020 18:37 Elections under the pandemic are very
dangerous for voters’ health.
How about a win solution, sir @jokowi, all
Dr. Gunawan elections are postponed except Solo and
@GundiDr Medan? Do you agree? The important thingis | 39,734 1,899 4,342
21/Sep/2020 14:48 | that Gibran and Bobby become mayors, other
areas don’t seem important for you?
NU and Muhammadiyah are nonsense. asking
Farid Gaban for the election to be postponed. Then what
@faridgaban about my son and daughter-in-law who are 13,599 942 5,139
21/Sep/2020 13:37 desperate to become mayor? You have no
feelings. The suggestion is yes, the solution
NU & Muhammadiyah as large mass
Jack Separo organizations asked to postpone the general
Gendeng elections due to the pandemic. This is true
@sudjwotedjo for the crowd. The authorities still want 1,780,754 868 2,49
21/Sep/2020 14:35 the elections to be held. This is truth itself.
Let us wait for the third: true truth
. Who cares about elections? Seriously.
G.'a Pratama Those, who are enthusiastic about
@GiaPratamaMD Lo T . .
21/Sep/2020 19:57 participating in campaigns, debates, voting, 285,880 726 419
P ’ don’t care whether there are elections this
year
Table 2
Pros on Twitter
Influencer Status Followers | Retweets | Likes
At the time of the election, follow the health
Pol@rﬁ:tsrlgen%?sll(ek protocol to stop the spread of coronavirus 10.381 103 114
21/Se /2(%]0 1001 (#TaatProkesSaatPilkada, #TheArieAir, ’
P ' #tjhinfar21)
September 23 is the day for announcing
the 2020 regional elections’ candidates,
Hgﬁﬁfﬁimries and September 24 — the day for announcing
@Humas Rgg Bkt the candidate pairs’ numbers, avoid crowds 39,734 81 119
21/Se /2620 10:33 and keep distance, use a mask and bring
P ' a hand sanitizer or wash your hands
(#TaatProkesSaatPilkada)
i 1
ReDug:ﬁc’)\f%deka' Reject postponing of the regional election,
@rmoi d Hasto: Leaders must be trained in the midst 13,599 80 186
21/Sep/2020 07:44 of the pandemic
We are optimistic about the regional elections
in the midst of the covid-19 pandemic,
. like elections in 40 other countries.
Prl_nce Spartan Registration of candidates for regional heads
@princes_spartan in 2701 - - d | 1,780,754 79 87
21/Sep/2020 10:26 in _ocatlons |_s under co_ntro .
) The 2020 regional elections sanctions Perppu
is needed, and @kemendagri will soon have
a meeting with the DPR
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In addition to the hashtag #TaatProkesSaatPilkada, the pro Twitter accounts
used infographics and memes — about the election regulations during the
pandemic, applicable articles, and 3M (wearing masks, washing hands, distancing
and avoiding crowds) — according to the government’s recommendation. The most
popular hashtags from the government clusters were #TaatProkesSaatPilkada and
#MaklumatKapolriTaatProkes from the public relations network of the police,
#PilkadaLanjutProtokolKetat — from the supporters of the regional elections.
The most popular public contra hashtags were #PilkadaorMurder and
#TundaPilkadaSerentak2020.

The presidential spokesman Fadjroel Rachman explained why the government
decided to hold the regional elections in 2020 [1]. First, elections could not be
postponed until the end of the pandemic, because the government could not predict
this end in Indonesia and the world. Second, elections under the pandemic are
possible — Singapore, Germany, France and South Korea held the elections under
the strict health protocol. Third, elections were expected to become an innovation
[6]. After the 2020 regional elections, the Indonesian government, represented by
the Minister of Internal Affairs (Mendagri) Tito Karnavian, informed that the
democratic parties in 270 regions were supported by 105 million citizens, and the
elections were declared successful — did not produce new covid-19 clusters and
involved a high share of voters (76.13%) [18].

However, the situation was different according to the evidence and empirical
facts. First, certainly, the elections under the pandemic were not normal: 4 voters
died from the covid-19, 70 candidates were tested positive for it, 100 election
organizers were infected [6]. There were at least 70,000 campaign activities from
September 26 to December, and the number of the covid-19 cases increased
significantly from the late November to mid-December 2020 — from 534,266
infected and 16,815 deaths to 650,197 infected and 19,514 deaths [14].

Second, the government insisted on holding the elections by referring to the
elections held under the pandemic in other countries such as South Korea and
Singapore. Thus, in Katadata (South Korea), the elections were held on April 15,
2020 — when the number of infected decreased by 58% on average; in Singapore, the
elections were held on July 10, 2020 — when the average number of cases decreased
by 67% [13], i.e., both countries had passed the first wave of the coronavirus outbreak.
However, Indonesia held the elections on December 9, 2020 — when the average
number of cases increased from September, 28 by 58% [5].

Third, there was no promised success in the innovative election organization.
The government does regulate the campaign face-to-face meetings and dialogues
on the social media, but on a very limited scale due to the obligation to follow the
campaign health protocol if not online. There were many violations, including the
face-to-face meetings attended by more than 50 people, not wearing masks and not
keeping a social distance [4]. The Election Supervisory Agency (Bawaslu) noted
that 43% of the campaign activities of the regional elections’ participants were face-
to-face meetings, 22% — distribution of campaign materials, 17% — installing
props, and only 11% were online activities [2].
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In addition, the regional elections led to an increase in the scale of ‘infodemic’
in the political field (post-truth). The Indonesian Anti-Defamation Society
(MAFINDO) revealed 47 hoaxes in as if fact-checking articles from April 27 to
December 2, 2020. These hoaxes were fake content (34%), manipulated (23.4%),
misleading (21.3%), false (17%), artificial or satiric (2.1% each) [3].

Despite the fact that the center of participatory democracy is the citizen, and
civil participation is the main pillar of the political system, especially in the era of
the new media technology [12], the Indonesian government ignored both the covid-
19 outbreak and the public request to postpone the 2020 regional elections.
Deliberative democracy has four features: emphasis on the virtue of deliberation to
make political decisions, a strong normative character, rejection to reduce politics
to the strategic and instrumental, procedural and universalist rationality. The
pandemic produced two dilemmas — health vs. economy and health vs. democracy,
which are basically political choices. The decision to hold the 2020 regional
elections in a crisis situation had to rely on the scientific evidence-based policy and
to take into account the public interest. The authorities had to question the very
possibility of holding the elections or to transformed the procedure with technology,
because election activities inevitably produce crowds which increase the risks of
the covid-19 further and wider spread.

According to Jeremy Bentham, the 18" century British philosopher, the highest
good is the greatest happiness of people, and the sole purpose of the country, market
and scientific community is to increase global happiness. Thus, it is not the people
who serve the country, but the country that serves the people.
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AnHoTanus. CTaThs NOCBAIICHA aHATN3Y PErHOHAIBHBIX BEIOOpoB 2020 rona B HmoHE3MH
B YCJIOBUSIX MaHzeMuH covid-19 u ux coumanbHBIM MTOCIENCTBUSIM, IPOSIBUBIINMCS B IIyOJIMYHOM
npoctpaHcTBe. [laHnemMus n3MeHMIa COUUAIBbHYIO, MOIUTHUECKYIO U KYJIbTYpHYIO TKaHb COBpE-
MEHHOTO MHupa. Hauas ¢ crcTeMbl 31[paBoOXpaHeHus], IIaHAEMHS pacpOCTPaHWIACh Ha COLMANIbHbIC
o0J1acTu, CIpOBOLMPOBAB MOIUTHUYECKUN KPU3UC, M YCYTyOIsIeTcs pacipocTpaHeHueM JIe3nH(pop-
Malu¥ 0 KOpOHaBHpYcCe, peBpaliasch B «iuHpoaeMuto». [langemus ckazanach Ha IPOBEICHUHU BbI-
60poB, MOPOJUB MHOTOYHCIICHHbIE 1e0aThl 00 NX OTCPOYKE 10 TOTO BPEMEHH, IIOKA CUTYaIUsl HE
OyzeT B3sTa 0 KOHTPOJIb. Pa3BuTHe connalbHbIX ceteil B MIHaoHe3nu npo0y K aaeT MoJTUTHIECKUH
aKTHBN3M — ITyOnn4Has cdepa CTaHOBUTCA Bee OoJiee TUHAMHYIHOM, KPUTHUECKH OTHOCSILEHCS K
HOJIUTHKE B 1I€JI0M U K IPOBEJICHUIO PErMOHAJILHBIX BHIOOPOB B IEPUO/] MaHIeMUH. B corranbHbIX
CeTsX OIMyOIMKOBAHO MHOXECTBO MHEHHH «3a» M «IPOTHUB» IMPOBEACHHUS PETHOHATIBHBIX BHIOOPOB
B 2020 roay, nMoJ4epKHUBAIOIIUX MPUOPHUTET 3J0POBbs M Oe3omacHocTH m3dupareneit. [Ipunynu-
TENILHOE TPOBEICHNE BBIOOPOB NMPOTHBOPEUHUT MPOIECCAM AEMOKPATHU3alMH M HE COOTBETCTBYET
TpeOOBaHUsIM 0E30MaCHOCTH M30HpaTescii B yCaoBUAX maHaeMun covid-19, mosTomy peruoHalib-
HbI€ BEIOOPHI B VIHIOHE3UH CONPOBOXKAAINCH Pa3INYHBIMU HHIUICHTaMH. TeM He MeHee, COBelIa-
TeJbHAs JeMOKPATHs CYMTAET IPaKJaHCKOE yJacTHe ITIaBHBIM CTOJIIIOM TOJUTHYECKON CHCTEMBI,
YTO COOTBETCTBYET COBPEMEHHBIM COIMAIBHBIM PEaINsAM KaK OCHOBAHHBIM Ha IIMPOKOM PacIpo-
CTPaHEHHMHU HOBBIX MEIUATEXHOJIOTHIL.

Ki1roueBble cj10Ba: perioHaIbHbBIC BRIOOPHI; MAHACMHUS; COLMAIbHBIC TIOCIEACTBHS; covid-19;
oOIIecTBeHHAS cepa; COIMATBHEBIC CETH;, MEAHa TEXHOJIOTHU
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