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Abstract

Regional autonomy in Indonesia has transformed local governance by expanding the
authority of local governments while simultaneously reshaping the configuration of
political power. Although decentralization aims to strengthen democracy, improve public
services, and increase public participation, it has also facilitated the emergence of local elite
domination through interactions among political, economic, and religious actors. This study
examines the power relations among kiai, local bureaucracy, and economic elites in Kudus



Regency within the context of regional autonomy. Using a qualitative case study approach,
data were collected through literature review, document analysis, and contextual
observation, and analyzed using the interactive model of Miles and Huberman with source
triangulation. The findings reveal that the local political landscape is characterized by the
convergence of three dominant actors. Economic elites influence regional policymaking
through industrial resources, kiai provide religious legitimacy and political mobilization,
while the bureaucracy functions as a contested arena where competing interests are
negotiated. These interactions demonstrate that decentralization has tended to reproduce
localized power structures rather than deepen substantive democracy. This study
contributes to the literature by integrating decentralization theory, local elite theory, and
Islamic political thought to explain the multidimensional dynamics of local governance in a
socio-religious and industrial region.

Keywords: regional autonomy; local politics; decentralization; local elites; Islamic political
thought; Kudus Regency.

Introduction

The implementation of regional autonomy following Indonesia's post-1998 political reform
has fundamentally transformed the country's governance system by shifting authority from
a centralized administration to decentralized local governments. Through decentralization,
local governments have been granted broader authority to formulate development policies,
manage public resources, and provide public services in accordance with local needs.
Normatively, decentralization is expected to strengthen democratic governance, increase
political participation, improve public accountability, and encourage more responsive
public policymaking. However, empirical evidence demonstrates that decentralization has
also generated new patterns of power concentration at the local level, where political
authority is frequently shaped by interactions among bureaucratic institutions, economic
elites, and influential socio-religious actors.

Kudus Regency represents an important case for examining these dynamics because of its
distinctive socio-economic and religious characteristics. Economically, Kudus has long
been recognized as one of Indonesia's major cigarette manufacturing centers, where the
tobacco industry plays a strategic role in regional development, employment, and local
revenue. Politically, the existence of economically influential business groups has created
significant opportunities for economic elites to shape local policymaking through formal
and informal political networks. At the same time, Kudus is widely recognized as a
religious society with strong Islamic traditions, where kiai and Islamic boarding schools
(pesantren) possess substantial social authority and political influence. Consequently, local
political processes in Kudus cannot be adequately understood solely through institutional
perspectives but must also consider the interaction between economic interests,
bureaucratic power, and religious legitimacy.



Previous studies have extensively discussed the consequences of decentralization for local
politics in Indonesia. Hadiz (2017) argues that decentralization has facilitated the
consolidation of local oligarchies rather than expanding democratic participation. Similarly,
Aspinall and Berenschot (2019) demonstrate that patronage networks, clientelism, and
money politics remain dominant mechanisms in local electoral competition. Mietzner
(2020) further emphasizes that religious identity and ideological preferences continue to
influence political behavior in Indonesia. Other studies have examined the political role of
kiai in electoral mobilization and the influence of Islamic boarding schools on local
political legitimacy. Meanwhile, research on Kudus has primarily focused either on the
economic significance of the cigarette industry or on the socio-cultural influence of Islamic
religious institutions.

Despite these important contributions, the existing literature remains fragmented. Most
previous studies analyze economic elites, bureaucratic institutions, or religious authorities
separately, resulting in limited understanding of how these actors simultaneously interact in
shaping local governance under regional autonomy. Consequently, the multidimensional
relationship among economic power, bureaucratic authority, and religious legitimacy in
Kudus has not been comprehensively explained. This theoretical and empirical limitation
constitutes the primary research gap addressed by this study.

Accordingly, this research aims to analyze the dynamics of local political power in Kudus
Regency by examining the relationships among kiai, local bureaucracy, and economic elites
within the framework of regional autonomy. Specifically, the study seeks to explain how
these actors construct, negotiate, and maintain power through formal institutional
arrangements and informal socio-political networks.

This article argues that the effectiveness of regional autonomy is determined not only by
formal institutional decentralization but also by the configuration of informal power
relations among local economic elites, bureaucratic institutions, and religious authorities. In
Kudus, the interaction among these actors has produced a localized governance structure in
which economic resources, bureaucratic authority, and religious legitimacy mutually
reinforce one another, contributing to the persistence of local elite domination. By
integrating decentralization theory, local elite theory, and Islamic political thought, this
study offers a more comprehensive explanation of local political dynamics and contributes
to the broader scholarship on decentralization, local governance, and Islamic politics in
Indonesia.

Theoretical Framework

This study employs an integrated theoretical framework consisting of decentralization
theory, local elite theory, and Islamic political thought to explain the complex configuration



of power relations among kiai, bureaucratic institutions, and economic elites in Kudus
Regency. Rather than treating these perspectives independently, the study combines them to
capture the institutional, political, and socio-religious dimensions of local governance under
regional autonomy.

Decentralization theory provides the institutional perspective for understanding the transfer
of political and administrative authority from the central government to local governments.
Rondinelli (1981) conceptualizes decentralization as the redistribution of decision-making
authority through deconcentration, delegation, and devolution, with the expectation of
improving public participation, governmental efficiency, and accountability. Nevertheless,
subsequent studies on Indonesia demonstrate that decentralization has also enabled the
consolidation of local political power, allowing influential actors to dominate policymaking
and resource allocation. Within this research, decentralization theory serves to explain how
institutional reforms have created opportunities for local actors to negotiate and exercise
political authority.

To examine the actors who benefit from these institutional arrangements, this study adopts
local elite theory. Classical elite theorists, particularly Pareto and Mosca, argue that
political power is inevitably concentrated in the hands of a relatively small group
possessing strategic resources. In the context of Indonesian local politics, these resources
include economic capital, political authority, and socio-cultural legitimacy. Local elite
theory therefore provides an analytical lens for identifying the dominant actors, examining
their sources of power, and explaining how formal institutions and informal networks
interact to shape local governance.

While decentralization theory explains institutional change and local elite theory identifies
power configurations, neither sufficiently explains the role of religious legitimacy in
predominantly Muslim societies. Therefore, this study incorporates Islamic political
thought to analyze the political significance of kiai as religious authorities. Islamic political
thought emphasizes that political authority should be grounded in justice (‘adl), public
welfare (maslahah), and trustworthy leadership (amanah). In practice, these normative
principles provide religious legitimacy that enables kiai to influence political behavior,
mediate relationships between society and the state, and shape public acceptance of
political authority.

The integration of these three theoretical perspectives constitutes the analytical framework
of this research. Decentralization theory explains the institutional context in which local
power operates, local elite theory identifies the actors and mechanisms through which
power is exercised, and Islamic political thought explains how religious legitimacy
influences political authority and governance. Together, these complementary perspectives



provide a comprehensive framework for understanding how institutional arrangements,
economic interests, bureaucratic authority, and religious legitimacy interact to shape local
political dynamics in Kudus Regency.

Method

This study employed a qualitative research approach using a case study design to examine
the power relations among kiai, bureaucratic institutions, and economic elites in Kudus
Regency within the context of regional autonomy. Kudus was purposively selected because
of its distinctive characteristics as an industrial region with a strong Islamic socio-cultural
tradition, making it an appropriate case for investigating the interaction between economic
interests, religious authority, and local governance.

The study relied on secondary qualitative data obtained through three primary techniques:
literature review, document analysis, and contextual observation. The literature review
covered scholarly books and peer-reviewed journal articles on decentralization, local
politics, elite theory, and Islamic political thought. Document analysis included regional
development plans (RPJMD), regional regulations, reports from the Central Statistics
Agency (BPS), government publications, policy reports, and credible media sources related
to local governance and political dynamics in Kudus. Contextual observation was
conducted by examining publicly available information on local political developments,
including regional elections, bureaucratic policies, and the political engagement of religious
and economic actors.

Data were analyzed using the interactive model of Miles and Huberman, consisting of data
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. Relevant information was systematically
coded and categorized according to the analytical framework of decentralization theory,
local elite theory, and Islamic political thought. To enhance the -credibility and
trustworthiness of the findings, source triangulation was applied by comparing evidence
from academic publications, official documents, and media reports. This analytical
procedure enabled the identification of consistent patterns of power relations and
governance practices in Kudus Regency.

Result and Discussion

Results

This study identifies three dominant actors shaping local political dynamics in Kudus
Regency under the implementation of regional autonomy: economic elites, kiai (Islamic
clerics), and local bureaucracy. The findings indicate that the interaction among these actors
has significantly influenced policymaking, political legitimacy, and governance practices.



Economic Elites and Local Policymaking

The findings demonstrate that economic elites, particularly those associated with the
cigarette industry, possess substantial influence over local governance. Their economic
resources enable them to participate in policy formulation through formal collaboration
with local government and informal political networks. This influence is reflected in local
economic policies, employment programs, and corporate social responsibility (CSR)
initiatives that support regional development.

The Political Role of Kiai

The study also finds that kiai function as influential socio-religious actors beyond their
religious authority. Through extensive pesantren networks and community organizations,
kiai mobilize public support, provide political endorsements during local elections, and
strengthen the legitimacy of political leaders. Their position enables them to mediate
communication between government institutions and local communities.

Bureaucracy as a Contested Political Arena

The local bureaucracy functions as an intermediary institution where the interests of
economic elites and religious authorities intersect. Rather than operating as a politically
neutral institution, bureaucratic decision-making reflects continuous negotiation among
competing actors in policy implementation and resource allocation.

Table 1. Power Relations among Local Actors in Kudus Regency

Actors| Primary Resources| Forms of Influence| Political Arena
Economic elites| Financial capital| Policy lobbying, CSR, investment| Local government

Kiai| Religious legitimacy| Political mobilization, public endorsement] Community and
electoral politics

Bureaucracy| Administrative authority] Policy implementation and coordination|
Government institutions

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Local Power Relations



Economic Elites — Bureaucracy «— Kiai — Society

The figure illustrates that bureaucracy functions as the central arena through which
economic interests and religious legitimacy influence local governance, while society
becomes the primary recipient of policy outcomes.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that the implementation of regional autonomy in Kudus Regency
has not simply decentralized administrative authority but has also reconfigured local power
relations through the interaction of economic elites, kiai, and bureaucratic institutions.
Rather than creating a more participatory and accountable governance system,
decentralization has enabled the emergence of interconnected networks of influence in
which formal institutions operate alongside informal socio-political arrangements. This
finding suggests that decentralization should not be understood merely as an institutional
reform but as a political process shaped by existing social structures and local power
configurations.

From the perspective of decentralization theory, the findings indicate that the transfer of
authority from the central government to local governments does not automatically produce
democratic governance. Instead, the redistribution of authority creates opportunities for
local actors possessing strategic political, economic, and social resources to consolidate
their influence over policymaking. This observation supports Hadiz's argument that
decentralization in Indonesia has facilitated the reproduction of local oligarchies rather than
substantially expanding democratic participation. However, the case of Kudus also
demonstrates that local political dominance is not exercised exclusively through political
office or economic capital. Religious authority constitutes an equally significant source of
political influence, suggesting that institutional explanations alone are insufficient for
understanding governance in regions with strong Islamic traditions.

The prominent role of economic elites further illustrates how industrial development and
political authority become mutually reinforcing. The cigarette industry has historically
contributed to employment, regional income, and social welfare in Kudus, positioning
business actors as strategic stakeholders in local development. Consequently, interactions
between business groups and local government frequently extend beyond economic
cooperation into the political sphere, where economic resources can influence policy
priorities and development agendas. Rather than viewing this relationship solely as
regulatory capture, the findings indicate a more complex pattern of mutual dependence in



which governments require economic investment while business actors seek policy stability
and institutional support. Such reciprocal relationships highlight the importance of
governance mechanisms capable of balancing economic growth with transparency and
public accountability.

The findings also extend previous research concerning the political role of kiai in
Indonesia. Existing studies generally portray kiai as influential actors during electoral
competition because of their capacity to mobilize Muslim voters through pesantren
networks and religious organizations. This study demonstrates that their influence extends
beyond electoral mobilization. Kiai function as providers of moral legitimacy, mediators
between state institutions and local communities, and interpreters of public interests within
religious discourse. Their authority is therefore derived not only from organizational
networks but also from long-standing social trust embedded within local Islamic
communities. This finding suggests that religious legitimacy remains a significant
dimension of political authority in decentralized governance.

From the perspective of Islamic political thought, the influence of kiai may be understood
through the principles of amanah (trustworthy leadership), 'adl (justice), and maslahah
(public welfare). These principles emphasize that political authority derives not solely from
legal or electoral legitimacy but also from ethical responsibility toward society.
Nevertheless, the findings reveal that the interaction between religious authority and
practical politics generates both opportunities and challenges. On one hand, kiai can
strengthen public accountability by promoting ethical leadership and social cohesion. On
the other hand, close engagement with political actors may blur the distinction between
moral guidance and political interests, potentially reducing public confidence in religious
institutions. This dual role reflects the continuing negotiation between Islamic normative
values and the realities of democratic politics in contemporary Indonesia.

Another important finding concerns the position of the local bureaucracy. Classical public
administration theories assume that bureaucracy operates according to principles of
neutrality, professionalism, and rule-based decision-making. However, the findings suggest
that local bureaucracy in Kudus functions as a political arena where competing interests
among economic elites, religious authorities, and elected officials are continuously
negotiated. Bureaucratic institutions therefore perform not only administrative functions but
also political mediation. This observation complements local elite theory by demonstrating
that power is exercised through institutional interaction rather than by individual actors
alone.

The integration of decentralization theory, local elite theory, and Islamic political thought
provides a more comprehensive explanation of these dynamics. Decentralization theory



explains the institutional environment created by regional autonomy, local elite theory
identifies the actors and mechanisms through which power is exercised, while Islamic
political thought explains why religious legitimacy remains influential in shaping political
authority. Combining these perspectives enables a multidimensional understanding of
governance that cannot be achieved through a single theoretical approach. The Kudus case
therefore illustrates that local political dynamics are simultaneously institutional, economic,
cultural, and religious.

These findings also generate broader implications for local governance. Strengthening
democratic institutions requires more than transferring authority to local governments; it
also demands transparent policymaking, professional bureaucracy, effective public
oversight, and inclusive participation from civil society. Religious leaders and economic
actors should be recognized as important stakeholders in regional development while
remaining subject to accountability mechanisms that prevent the concentration of political
power. In this regard, improving institutional transparency, expanding citizen participation,
and reinforcing bureaucratic independence are essential for ensuring that regional
autonomy advances democratic governance rather than reproducing elite domination.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature by demonstrating that the political
consequences of decentralization depend not only on formal institutional arrangements but
also on informal networks of economic influence, bureaucratic authority, and religious
legitimacy. The case of Kudus confirms that local governance in Muslim-majority regions
cannot be adequately explained through institutional or economic perspectives alone.
Instead, understanding local politics requires an integrated analytical framework that
acknowledges the interaction between political institutions, socio-economic structures, and
religious authority. This multidimensional perspective enriches contemporary debates on
decentralization and local governance while offering a contextual explanation for the
persistence of elite power in Indonesia's decentralized political system.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the implementation of regional autonomy in Kudus Regency
has reshaped local governance through the interaction of three dominant actors: economic
elites, kiai, and the local bureaucracy. The findings indicate that economic elites influence
policymaking through financial resources and industrial networks, while kiai strengthen
political legitimacy through their religious authority and social mobilization. Meanwhile,
the bureaucracy functions as a contested institutional arena where economic and religious
interests are continuously negotiated. These findings support the argument that the
effectiveness of decentralization is determined not only by formal institutional
arrangements but also by informal power relations embedded within local socio-economic
and religious structures.



Theoretically, this study contributes to the literature by integrating decentralization theory,
local elite theory, and Islamic political thought into a single analytical framework for
explaining local political dynamics in Indonesia. Practically, the findings highlight the
importance of strengthening bureaucratic professionalism, public accountability, and
inclusive governance to reduce elite domination and improve democratic policymaking at
the local level.

This study is limited by its reliance on qualitative secondary data and its focus on a single
case study, which may restrict the broader generalizability of the findings. Future research
is therefore encouraged to incorporate primary data through interviews or field
observations, employ mixed-method approaches, and conduct comparative studies across
different regions to examine how variations in local political, economic, and religious
contexts influence the implementation of regional autonomy.
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