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The Acehnese Struggle
for Independence

Narrative, ethnic relations and conflict

Presented by Dr. Cut Maya Aprita Sari (Bielefeld University)

This talk, based on Dr. Sari's recent book Perjuangan
Orang Aceh: Naratif, Hubungan Etnik & Konflik, examines
the long-standing conflict faced by the Acehnese ethnic
group in Indonesia. Since the 15th century, the Aceh
Sultanate has existed as a fully autonomous and distinct
political entity. During the wars against Dutch and
Japanese colonialism (1873-1945), Indonesia’s founding
fathers recognized Acehnese resilience as a vital national
asset, leading President Soekarno to incorporate Aceh
into the newly formed Indonesian state and promise
special autonomy. However, subsequent centralist policies
and systemic discrimination triggered deep-seated
disappointment, sparking armed protests against the
Indonesian central government manifested through Darul
Islam (1953) and the Free Aceh Movement (GAM, 1976).

From its inception, the state perceived GAM as a threat
to territorial integrity, further fuelling the conflict
through intensified securitization, armed conflict, and
human rights violations. Although a peace agreement
was signed in 2005, Dr. Sari argues that Aceh has not yet
achieved lasting peace. Instead, the conflict has
transformed into socio-political tension. Failure to

implement the peace agreement, power struggles, and
persistent poverty ensure that independence continues to
be voiced. Using the process tracing method, she analyses
the struggle through four phases: The Sultanate, Colonial,
Post-Colonial, and Post-Peace Agreement eras. This talk
defines conflict not only as armed tension but as a
persistent contestation over identity and autonomy.
Ultimately, it aims to explain why these tensions remain
deeply embedded in the Acehnese narrative, where
proponents of independence continue to ground their
claims in historical grievances and the quest for justice.

Dr. Cut Maya Aprita Sari's research focused on conflict,
identity, and political transitions in Aceh, Indonesia.
Currently, she is conducting postdoctoral research at the
Faculty of Sociology at Bielefeld University. Throughout
her academic career, the complex history and
contemporary realities of Aceh served as a primary lens
through which she explored broader global themes of
migration, memory, and political stability. During her
postdoctoral research, she will work on a project entitled
“The Intergenerational Transfer of Ethnonationalist
Ideology among Acehnese Diaspora Families in Europe”.

The Understanding Asia colloquium series is a joint cooperation between four working groups (WG Missbach, WG Nguyen, WG Vasilache, and
WG Winkel) of the Faculty of Sociology, Bielefeld University. For more information visit our website: https://tinyurl.com/understandingasia

Or online via link below:


https://tinyurl.com/understandingasia

	Slide 5: The Acehnese Struggle for Independence

