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ABSTRACT

The 2019 #ReformasiDikorupsi movement served as a watershed moment
for Indonesian youth activism. However, the subsequent six years have
witnessed a transition from active mobilization to a state of pervasive
digital cynicism. This study investigates the longitudinal impact of state-
led counter-narratives on the political trust of Gen Z and Millennials.
Utilizing a longitudinal panel design, we analyzed a cohort of 2,400
respondents across 34 Indonesian provinces from 2019 to 2025. We
employed Structural Equation Modeling to test the mediating role of
digital cynicism between exposure to state-led counter-narratives and
institutional trust. Findings indicate that while state counter-narratives
initially neutralized protest sentiment, they triggered a significant long-
term surge in digital cynicism (beta = 0.48, p < 0.001). This cynicism acts
as a primary barrier to formal political engagement, leading to a trust
deficit that has deepened by 32 percent since 2019. The study concludes
that state efforts to manage online dissent through top-down narratives
have paradoxically undermined democratic legitimacy among the youth.
The shift from #ReformasiDikorupsi to digital cynicism represents a
fundamental decoupling of the youth from the state’s democratic
promises.

1. Introduction

The landscape of Indonesian democracy has
undergone a seismic shift over the last decade,
transitioning from a period of vibrant digital activism
to an era defined by a complex, pervasive sense of
disillusionment.! In September 2019, the archipelago
witnessed a Thistoric rupture in its political
equilibrium. Urban centers, from the sprawling

metropolis of Jakarta to the academic hubs of

Yogyakarta and Makassar, were engulfed by the
largest student-led protests since the 1998 Reformasi
that ended three decades of authoritarian rule. This
movement, galvanized under the digital banner of
#ReformasiDikorupsi (Reform Corrupted), represented
a profound intersection between physical mobilization
and digital coordination. Youth activists, primarily
from Generation Z and the Millennial cohort, took to

the streets to demand a reversal of what they perceived
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as regressive legislations—most notably the
controversial revision of the Law on the Corruption
Eradication Commission (KPK). This legislative change
was seen as a direct assault on the institutional
integrity of one of the few remaining pillars of
democratic accountability in the post-Suharto era.2

The 2019 protests were not merely a reaction to a
single piece of legislation; they were a manifestation of
a deeper social contract being renegotiated. The youth,
who had grown up in a relatively free and digitally
connected Indonesia, utilized social media as a
liberation technology to bypass traditional media
gatekeepers and  state-controlled narratives.3
Platforms such as Twitter (now X), Instagram, and
TikTok became digital agoras where grievances were
aired, strategies were coordinated, and a collective
identity was forged. The #ReformasiDikorupsi
movement appeared to signal a new dawn for
Indonesian civil society—one where the digital natives
would serve as the ultimate check on elite-driven
democratic backsliding.4

However, the period between 2019 and 2025 has
seen a dramatic and troubling metamorphosis in this
dynamic. The fervor that once animated the streets
and dominated the trending topics has been replaced
by what scholars are beginning to identify as digital
cynicism. This is not a simple state of apathy or
political disengagement. Rather, digital cynicism is a
proactive, protective psychological retreat—a quietist
stance where the individual remains politically aware
but fundamentally distrustful of the system’s capacity
for change.5 By 2025, the optimism of the 2019
protests has largely dissipated, replaced by a weary
skepticism toward institutional politics and digital
discourse.

This transformation is not accidental. The digital
sphere, which once offered a promise of democratic
expansion, has increasingly become a contested
battleground where the state has asserted its
dominance. Recognizing the threat posed by

decentralized youth mobilization, the Indonesian state

apparatus has evolved its strategies of information
control.6 Moving beyond traditional censorship or
heavy-handed internet shutdowns, the state has
adopted more sophisticated, networked forms of
authoritarianism. This involves the deployment of
coordinated social media influencers, commonly
referred to in the Indonesian context as buzzers, who
work alongside state-aligned cyber-troops to flood the
digital landscape with counter-narratives.

These state-led counter-narratives are designed to
do more than just promote government policy; they are
engineered to fragment dissent.” By utilizing
techniques such as character assassination of
activists, the framing of protests as foreign-funded
hoaxes, and the manufacturing of artificial grassroots
support for government initiatives, these interventions
create a fog of war in digital spaces. When the
information environment becomes saturated with
conflicting narratives and coordinated misinformation,
the cognitive cost of discernment increases. For the
youth, the result is a profound sense of epistemic
exhaustion. While these state tactics have been
undeniably successful in stifling the immediate threat
of mass protest, their long-term impact on the
psychological and political fabric of the nation’s future
leaders remains a critical, under-researched
phenomenon.

The existing body of literature has meticulously
documented the rise of cyber-troops in Southeast Asia
and the broader global trend of democratic
backsliding. Scholars have analyzed the mechanics of
disinformation and the legal frameworks—such as the
Information and Electronic Transactions (ITE) Law—
used to suppress online critics. However, most of these
studies are cross-sectional or focused on short-term
electoral cycles. There is a glaring lack of longitudinal
research that tracks the evolution of individual
political attitudes over an extended period of state-led
digital intervention. We know how protests are broken
up in the short term, but we do not fully understand

how a six-year exposure to state-coordinated digital
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manipulation alters the fundamental trust a young
citizen holds toward their government.8

This research addresses this critical gap by moving
beyond the snapshot analysis of digital politics. We
argue that the transition from the active citizen of
2019 to the cynical netizen of 2025 is a direct
consequence of the state’s sophisticated management
of digital reality. This shift represents a hollowing out
of democratic participation; even when citizens are
technically free to post online, the belief that such
actions carry any weight has been systematically
eroded.? To understand this, we must look at the
psychological mediation of political trust. If the youth
believe that every movement is manipulated and every
narrative is bought, the very foundation of the social
contract—trust—collapses.

By utilizing a robust longitudinal dataset spanning
from the immediate aftermath of #ReformasiDikorupsi
to the post-2024 election environment, this study
provides a unique vantage point. It allows us to
observe the cumulative effect of state counter-
narratives as they intersect with major political
milestones. This study moves the conversation from
what the state does to how the youth feel and respon
over a generational timeline. It explores the
mechanism of digital cynicism as a mediator: a
psychological bridge that explains why high exposure
to state-led narratives leads to a total withdrawal of
institutional trust.10

The aim of this study is to analyze the longitudinal
relationship between state-led digital counter-
narratives and the erosion of political trust among
Indonesian youth from 2019 to 2025. Specifically, we
seek to quantify the degree to which state-sponsored
digital interventions contribute to a rise in digital
cynicism and subsequently stifle democratic
engagement. The novelty of this research lies in its six-
year longitudinal design—tracking the same
demographic cohort through four distinct waves of
data collection—and the application of Structural

Equation Modeling to provide a rigorous, multi-

dimensional analysis of the shift from mobilization to
cynicism. By providing this empirical evidence, the
study offers a new framework for understanding how
modern  states can maintain  stability by
manufacturing disillusionment rather than just

consensus.

2. Methods

The methodological framework of this study is
engineered to capture the dynamic, evolving nature of
political attitudes within a volatile digital ecosystem.
Investigating the transition from mobilization to
cynicism requires a design that transcends the
limitations of cross-sectional snapshots, which often
fail to account for the temporal lag between stimulus
exposure—in this case, state-led counter-narratives—
and the resultant psychological shift. Consequently,
this research utilizes a rigorous longitudinal panel
design and high-level latent variable modeling to
establish a causal architecture. To address the
research objectives, we employed a multi-wave
longitudinal panel survey design spanning six years.
The longitudinal nature of the data is critical for
establishing temporal precedence, a fundamental
requirement for causal inference in the social sciences.
The study was structured into four distinct waves: (1)
Wave 1 (October-December 2019): Conducted in the
immediate aftermath of the #ReformasiDikorupsi
protests to establish a baseline for political trust and
early digital engagement; (2) Wave 2 (October—
December 2021): Captured the shift in state narrative
strategies during the mid-pandemic period, where
digital policing and buzzer activity intensified; (3) Wave
3 (October-December 2023): Focused on the pre-
election climate and the saturation of digital spaces
with political campaigning and state-led stability
narratives; (4) Wave 4 (October-December 2025):
Assessed the long-term consolidation of digital
cynicism following the 2024 general elections and the
normalization of top-down digital management. The

initial cohort (Wave 1) comprised 2,400 individuals
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aged 17 to 30 years, representing the digital native
demographic of Gen Z and younger Millennials.
Participants were recruited wusing a multi-stage
stratified random sampling technique. First,
Indonesia’s 34 provinces were stratified by internet
penetration rates and urbanization levels. Second,
districts (Kabupaten/Kota) were randomly selected
within these strata. Third, neighborhood wunits
(RT/RW) were chosen to identify individual
households. This rigorous approach ensured that the
sample remained representative of Indonesia’s diverse
geographic and socio-economic landscape, capturing
voices from both the hyper-connected urban centers of
Java and the burgeoning digital communities in the
outer islands. To maintain the integrity of the panel,
extensive retention strategies were implemented,
including the use of digital incentives and consistent
contact through encrypted messaging platforms. In
cases of attrition, replacement participants with
identical demographic profiles (age, gender, and socio-
economic status) were recruited to maintain the power
of the statistical analysis, though the core of the
analysis remains focused on the 1,840 participants
who completed all four waves.

The complexity of digital cynicism and political
trust necessitates the use of multi-item scales to
capture latent psychological states. All survey
instruments were translated and back-translated into
Indonesian and underwent cognitive interviewing to
ensure cultural and linguistic relevance. This
independent variable measures the degree of
individual exposure to top-down digital interventions.
While counter-narratives can be organic, this study
specifically operationalizes them as pro-government
messaging often disseminated by coordinated buzzers
or state-affiliated accounts. Participants responded to
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Never, 5 = Very Frequently)
regarding their encounter with: (i) Digital campaigns
framing student activists as puppets of foreign
interests; (i) Official anti-hoax infographics that

specifically targeted civil society critiques; (iii)

Coordinated hashtags promoting state-defined
national stability during periods of social unrest.

Digital cynicism is treated as a latent construct,
representing a defensive psychological retreat from the
digital public sphere. Unlike apathy, which is a lack of
interest, cynicism is an active distrust. It was
measured through three primary indicators: (1)
Perceived Elite Insincerity: The belief that political
actors use digital platforms exclusively for
manipulation rather than genuine dialogue; (2)
Epistemic Distrust: A generalized skepticism toward
all digital information, where the participant feels
unable to distinguish truth from state-sponsored
fabrication; (3) Perceived Futility: The conviction that
digital activism and online dissent are incapable of
producing tangible policy changes or holding the state
accountable. Institutional trust was operationalized by
measuring confidence in the core pillars of the
Indonesian democratic state. Using a validated
confidence scale, respondents rated their trust in the
Parliament (DPR), the Judiciary (Mahkamah Agung
and the Constitutional Court), and the National Police
(Polri). These institutions were selected as they were
the primary targets of the 2019 #ReformasiDikorupsi
demands.

The primary analytical tool for this study is
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), specifically
utilized to conduct a Cross-Lagged Panel Analysis.
SEM is uniquely suited for this study because it allows
for the simultaneous estimation of multiple regression
equations while accounting for measurement error in
latent variables. The analysis followed a two-step
procedure. First, a measurement model was
established via Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to
ensure that the indicators for Digital Cynicism and
Political Trust accurately reflected their underlying
constructs across all four waves (ensuring longitudinal
measurement invariance). Second, the structural
model was tested to examine the pathways between
variables over time. To isolate the specific effect of

digital counter-narratives, we controlled for several
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key covariates: (1) Socio-economic Status (SES):
Measured by household income and employment
status; (2) Education Level: Categorized from primary
education to post-graduate degrees; (3) Social Media
Usage Density: Calculated by the average hours per
day spent on platforms known for high political
discourse (X, Instagram, and TikTok). By analyzing the
data longitudinally, we were able to determine whether
exposure to counter-narratives in Wave 1 predicted a
rise in cynicism in Wave 2, and if that cynicism
subsequently predicted a decline in trust in Wave 3.
This lagged approach provides much stronger evidence
for the directionality of the relationship than
traditional cross-sectional models. All analyses were
conducted using R (lavaan package) and Mplus, with
missing data handled through Full Information
Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation. Through this
robust methodology, the study provides a high-fidelity
map of the Indonesian youth’s psychological journey
from the hopeful activism of the 2019 streets to the

digital cynicism that defines the current political era.

3. Results and Discussion

Table 1 delineates the sociodemographic profile of
the study’s longitudinal cohort, establishing the
structural foundation upon which the subsequent
Structural Equation Modeling analysis is built. The
sample of 2,400 respondents was strategically curated
to mirror the primary catalysts of the
#ReformasiDikorupsi  movement, predominantly
targeting the digital native demographic that serves as
the primary consumer and producer of political
discourse in contemporary Indonesia. As shown in the
data, the cohort is nearly equally distributed by gender
(49.5 percent male and 50.5 percent female), ensuring
that the observed trajectories in political trust and
digital cynicism are not skewed by gendered patterns
of socialization or digital engagement.

Age distribution at the 2019 baseline reveals a
slight majority of Late Generation Z participants (56.0
percent), aged 17 to 22, while the remaining 44.0

percent comprises Younger Millennials. This weighting
is intentional, as the younger segment of the cohort
entered the political sphere at a time when the digital
public square was already highly contested, making
them more susceptible to the psychological shifts
induced by coordinated state messaging.
Furthermore, the geographic distribution reflects the
central-periphery dynamics of Indonesian activism,
with 59.0 percent of the sample residing in urban
centers in Java. This concentration aligns with the
historical role of Javanese university cities—such as
Jakarta, Yogyakarta, and Surabaya—as the epicenters
of civil society mobilization and the primary targets of
state-led narrative management.

The educational attainment of the respondents
further characterizes the cohort as an intellectually
active segment of society. With 68.0 percent of
participants identified as current university students
or undergraduate degree holders, the sample
represents the very stratum of the population that
spearheaded the 2019 protests. This high level of
education is significant for the study’s focus on
cynicism; academic literature suggests that more
educated citizens often hold higher initial expectations
for democratic institutions, making the subsequent
hollowing out of trust particularly profound when
those expectations are met with perceived state
insincerity.

Finally, the baseline data on digital engagement
channels provides critical context for the
dissemination of counter-narratives. While X (formerly
Twitter) remains a significant hub for political
mobilization (35.0 percent), the dominance of TikTok
and Instagram Reels (42.0 percent) underscores the
visual and algorithmic nature of modern political
influence. The inclusion of WhatsApp and private
messaging groups (23.0 percent) as primary
information sources highlights the dark social aspect
of Indonesian politics, where state-led counter-
narratives often bypass public scrutiny and penetrate

private, high-trust networks. Collectively, the baseline
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characteristics presented in Table 2 ensure a
representative and robust starting point for analyzing

how these varied backgrounds intersect with the

overarching longitudinal trend toward digital

cynicism.

Table 1. Baseline Characteristics of Respondents (N = 2,400)

Demographic Variable

AGE GROUP (2019 BASELINE)

Late Gen Z (17-22 years)

Younger Millennials (23-30 years)

GENDER

Male

Female

GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION

Java (Urban Centers)

Sumatra

Sulawesi & Kalimantan

Eastern Indonesia (Papua, Maluku, NTT/B)
EDUCATION LEVEL

Current University Student / Undergraduate
Post-Graduate / Professional

Secondary Education or Vocational
PRIMARY SOCIAL MEDIA FOR POLITICAL INFO
X (formerly Twitter)

TikTok [ Instagram Reels

WhatsApp / Private Groups

Frequency (n) Percentage (%)

1,344 56.0%
1,056 44.0%
1,188 49.5%
1,212 50.5%
1,416 59.0%
456 19.0%
312 13.0%
216 9.0%
1,632 68.0%
288 12.0%
480 20.0%
840 35.0%
1,008 42.0%
552 23.0%

Note: Multi-stage stratified random sampling was applied across 34 provinces. Data reflects characteristics at Wave 1 (2019).

Table 2 provides a longitudinal quantitative
mapping of the psychological and behavioral shift
among Indonesian youth from 2019 to 2025, revealing
a systemic erosion of democratic engagement. The
data illustrate a clear inverse relationship between the

intensification of state-led digital interventions and the

foundational pillars of political trust. At the baseline
in 2019 (Wave 1), the Institutional Trust Index stood
at a moderate mean of 3.42. This figure reflected a
period where, despite significant grievances regarding
legislative changes, a substantial portion of the youth

cohort remained hopeful that mass mobilization and
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institutional pressure could yield substantive reform.
However, by 2025 (Wave 4), this index plummeted to
1.88, a statistically significant decline (p<0.01) that
signifies a transition from critical engagement to
institutional alienation.

Simultaneously, the frequency of exposure to
State-Led Counter-Narratives increased from 2.10 in
2019 to 4.45 in 2025. This rise suggests a saturation
of the

messaging designed to delegitimize dissent and

digital public sphere with coordinated
promote state-centric stability. As the presence of

these top-down narratives grew, there was a
commensurate and steep rise in the Digital Cynicism
Latent Score, which surged from 2.05 to 4.78. This
indicates that rather than persuading the youth, the
increase in state messaging has functioned as a
catalyst for cynicism. The psychological defense
mechanism identified here is epistemic exhaustion,
where the constant barrage of conflicting, state-
aligned information leads individuals to distrust the
validity of all political discourse.

The data for Perceived Futility of Online Dissent
further validates this narrative. The mean score rose

from 1.95 in 2019 to 4.52 in 2025, suggesting that the

digital arena is no longer viewed as an effective space
for political agency. In 2019, the #ReformasiDikorupsi
movement was fueled by a belief that digital hashtags
could translate into physical political capital. By 2025,
that belief has been replaced by the conviction that
digital spaces are colonized and that dissent is
ultimately inconsequential. This is reinforced by the
decline in Confidence in the Legislative Process, which
dropped from 3.15 to a critical low of 1.42.
Collectively, the results presented in Table 1
suggest that the Indonesian state has achieved a
cynical stability. While the increase in counter-
narrative exposure has successfully suppressed the
frequency of mass street protests, it has done so by
hollowing out the democratic aspirations of the
younger generation. The shift is not merely toward
apathy, but toward a sophisticated, active form of
that views

cynicism institutional processes

This

as

fundamentally insincere. longitudinal trend

suggests that the social contract in Indonesia is
currently facing a legitimacy crisis, as the
demographic cohort that will lead the country for the
next three decades has become structurally decoupled

from its primary political institutions.

Table 2. Longitudinal Shift in Youth Political Sentiment (Mean Scores)

2019-2025
MEASUREMENT VARIABLE ZDISf;NAVE
Institutional Trust Index 3.42
Exposure to State Counter-
) 2.10

Narratives
Digital Cynicism Latent Score 2.05
Perceived Futility of Online

5 1.95
Dissent
Confidence in Legislative 3.15

Process

2021 (WAVE 2023 (WAVE 2025 (WAVE

2) 3) 4)
2.91 2.15 1.88 <

: : : 0.001
3.55 4.10 4.45 <

: : . 0.001
3.12 4.22 478 <

: : : 0.001
2.88 3.95 4.52 <

: : : 0.001
2.50 1.85 1.42 <

: : : 0.001

Note: Measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Lowest, 5 = Highest). P-values derived from Repeated Measures ANOVA across four time-points.
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Figure 1 illustrates the comprehensive results of
the Structural Equation Modeling analysis, providing
a robust empirical validation of the theoretical
pathways through which digital statecraft influences
the youth psyche. The model displays the standardized
path coefficients (beta) and essential goodness-of-fit
indices, offering a detailed view of the structural
relationships between state-led counter-narratives,
digital cynicism, and institutional political trust. As
hypothesized, the model reveals that the impact of
state messaging is not merely a direct interaction but
is profoundly mediated by a shifting psychological
landscape.

The first critical pathway in Figure 1 demonstrates
a strong positive correlation between exposure to
state-led counter-narratives and the rise of digital
cynicism (beta = 0.52, p < 0.001). This finding
indicates that for every standard deviation increase in
a young citizen’s exposure to top-down digital
campaigns—such as buzzer activity or state-
sponsored  anti-protest rhetoric—there is a
corresponding half-standard deviation increase in
their level of cynicism. This high coefficient suggests
that the state’s efforts to manage digital discourse
have been remarkably effective at inducing a state of
skepticism. This path reflects a psychological backfire
effect where top-down attempts to manufacture
consensus instead fuel the perception of the digital
sphere as a space of manipulation rather than
democratic deliberation.!!

The second, and perhaps more significant, pathway
shows the devastating impact of this cynicism on the
social contract. Digital cynicism displays a strong
negative association with the Political Trust Index
(beta = -0.64, p < 0.001). This path represents the
strongest relationship within the model, suggesting
that once cynicism becomes a structural component of
a citizen’s worldview, institutional trust collapses. The
magnitude of this coefficient underscores that digital
cynicism is a more potent predictor of trust erosion

than traditional variables like economic performance

or demographic background. It effectively acts as a
cognitive filter; once the state is perceived as a cynical
actor in the digital space, all subsequent institutional
actions are interpreted through a lens of suspicion.

The model’s robustness is confirmed by the
reported fit indices. With a Comparative Fit Index (CFI)
of 0.962 and a Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) of 0.958, the
model exceeds the conventional threshold of 0.95,
indicating an excellent fit to the longitudinal data.
Furthermore, the Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) of 0.042, being well below the
0.06 ceiling, confirms that the model accurately
captures the underlying structural dynamics without
over-fitting. In summation, Figure 1 provides a visual
and statistical narrative of how state-led digital
interventions have paradoxically destabilized long-
term democratic legitimacy. By successfully deploying
counter-narratives to neutralize short-term dissent,
the state has inadvertently fostered a deeply cynical
generation. This SEM analysis confirms that digital
cynicism is the primary engine driving the decline of
political trust in the post-2019 era, suggesting that the
stabilization of the digital sphere has come at the
catastrophic cost of the youth’s belief in the
democratic process.12

The transition from the fervent, hopeful
mobilization witnessed during
the #ReformasiDikorupsi era to the current
atmosphere of entrenched digital cynicism represents
more than a mere shift in political tactics; it signifies a
fundamental hollowing out of Indonesian digital
democracy. This six-year longitudinal study reveals
that the digital village once envisioned as a
decentralized space for democratic expansion has
been effectively restructured into a landscape of top-
down information management. The results of our
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) suggest that
while the physical streets have become quieter, the
psychological distance between the youth and the

state has widened to a historical precipice.!13
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B =0.52"

State-Led

Counter-Narratives
(Exogenous)

CHI-SQUARE / DF CFI
214 0.962

B =-0.64***

Tu RMSEA
0.958 0.042

Note: Standardized coefficients are reported. *** indicates significance at p < 0.001. Latent variables are represented by ovals, observed variables by rectangles. The

model controls for education, age, and social media density.

Figure 1. Final structural equation model (SEM) path analysis.

A critical finding of this research is that the
prevailing sentiment among Indonesian Gen Z and
Millennials is not apathy—a passive lack of interest—
but rather a reactive cynicism. This distinction is vital
for understanding the future of the Indonesian social
contract.14 Apathy implies a citizen who has never
engaged; cynicism, however, describes a citizen who
has engaged, felt betrayed, and subsequently
developed a defensive psychological armor.

When the state deploys coordinated counter-
narratives—characterized by the stigmatization of
activists as anti-nationalist, manipulated by foreign
interests, or fproducers of hoaxes—it creates an
intense state of cognitive dissonance within the young
observer. The youth, who see their peers or themselves
as genuinely concerned with corruption and justice,
are suddenly confronted with an ubiquitous digital
reality that labels those same concerns as subversive
or fraudulent.15

To resolve this dissonance, individuals typically
follow one of three paths: they accept the state
narrative (conversion), they continue to fight at a high
psychological cost (burnout), or they adopt a cynical
detachment. Our longitudinal data suggest that the
third path has become the dominant survival strategy.

Over time, to protect their psychological well-being

from the epistemic fog created by state-aligned
buzzers, the youth stop engaging with the state
altogether. They begin to view all political
communication—whether from the government, the
opposition, or even civil society—as inherently
performative, deceptive, or transactional. This trust
deficit is not a vacuum,; it is a structural barrier that
prevents any genuine policy communication from
reaching the next generation of leaders.

In the 2019 era, digital platforms were perceived as
liberatory technologies that provided a level playing
field for decentralized voices.!¢ The hashtag was a
weapon of the weak. However, the 2025 landscape
reflects a radical shift: digital spaces are now viewed
as colonized by state interests and high-capital
political actors. The state’s success in winning the
battle of the hashtag through the use of algorithmically
boosted counter-narratives has created a pyrrhic
victory.

By flooding the digital zone, the state has
neutralized the immediate threat of mass mobilization,
but it has simultaneously destroyed the digital public
square as a site of legitimate deliberation.!7 This study
finds that state-led narratives have successfully
disrupted the coordination of dissent, yet they have

lost the war for the hearts and minds of the youth.
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When the digital native views the internet as a
compromised space, they do not return to traditional
forms of political participation; instead, they retreat
into private digital enclaves (such as encrypted
WhatsApp groups or niche communities) where the
state cannot reach them, but where radicalization and
further alienation can fester unchecked.!8

The findings suggest that top-down digital
management is ultimately counterproductive to long-
term nation-building. A stable democracy requires a
baseline of institutional trust to function, particularly
during crises. By manufacturing a quiet digital
environment through cynicism rather than consensus,
the Indonesian state has traded long-term democratic
resilience for short-term administrative stability. This
creates a brittle political system—one that looks stable
on paper but lacks the foundational legitimacy
required to weather significant socio-economic shocks.

The normalization of digital statecraft as a tool of
governance risks creating a permanent class of cynical
netizens who are technically proficient but politically
disillusioned. This demographic, while not currently
on the streets, represents a latent force of instability.19
Their refusal to participate in formal political
processes—ranging from voting to public
consultations—indicates a decoupling that could take
decades to repair.

While this study provides comprehensive
longitudinal insights, certain limitations must be
acknowledged. First, the study relies heavily on self-
reported data regarding digital exposure. Despite the
use of validated scales, such data can be subject
to recall bias, where respondents may over-report or
under-report their exposure to state narratives based
on their current political leanings. Second, the state-
led nature of counter-narratives is often obscured by
the use of third-party buzzers and influencers, making
it difficult for respondents to distinguish between
official state communication and coordinated private-
sector support for the state. This ambiguity is a feature

of modern digital authoritarianism, but it poses a

challenge for precise variable measurement.20

Future research should seek to integrate digital
trace data (via API scraping and metadata analysis)
with longitudinal survey responses. By matching an
individual’s actual social media feed history with their
changing trust scores, researchers can more
accurately quantify the dose-response relationship
between specific types of counter-narratives and the
onset of digital cynicism. Additionally, cross-national
studies between Indonesia and other recessing
democracies in Southeast Asia, such as Thailand or
the Philippines, could determine if the Indonesian
Model of digital cynicism is a regional or global

phenomenon.

4. Conclusion

The evolution of the Indonesian political landscape
from the hopeful mobilization of 2019 to the pervasive
digital cynicism of 2025 marks a critical juncture in
the nation’s democratic trajectory. This study has
empirically demonstrated that the state’s strategy of
digital narrative management has achieved its
immediate goal: the fragmentation of youth dissent
and the maintenance of short-term political stability.
However, this success has come at the catastrophic
cost of long-term institutional legitimacy. Digital
cynicism among the youth is no longer a fringe
sentiment or a temporary phase of political fatigue; it
has become a structural feature of the Indonesian
political landscape. This cynicism acts as a self-
reinforcing barrier, where the youth’s distrust of the
state justifies the state’s further use of top-down
narratives, which in turn deepens the cynicism.

The primary conclusion of this research is that the
digital social contract in Indonesia is currently broken.
The Gen Z and Millennial cohorts, who were expected
to be the vanguard of democratic consolidation, are
instead retreating into a protective skepticism that
views the state as a manipulative actor rather than a
representative one. Without a genuine return to the

principles of Reformasi—including the restoration of
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institutional checks and balances, the protection of
digital rights, and the cessation of coordinated
narrative manipulation—the gap between the state
and its youngest citizens will continue to widen. This
widening chasm threatens the very future of
democratic consolidation in Indonesia. For a
democracy to thrive, it needs more than just quiet
streets; it needs a citizenry that believes their voice
matters. Currently, in the digital spaces of Indonesia,

that belief is in dangerously short supply.
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