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While Christopher Silver’s Planning the Mega City, Jo Santoso’s Jakarta’s Fifth Layer, 
and Abidin Kusno’s After The New Order 1  have made valuable contributions to 
expanding our knowledge of the macro-scale processes of urban planning, state 
formation, and urban development in Jakarta, Abdulmaliq Simone’s Jakarta: Drawing 
the City Near makes an important contribution to examining everyday urban life in 
Jakarta. Simone approaches the city as an urban scholar and sociologist whose 
research examines the everyday politics of urban life in cities across the global South. 
In contrast to a wealth of studies that examine the urban poor in Southern cities, 
Simone’s book is distinguished by its focus on those residents occupying the space 
between extreme wealth and poverty, which he refers to as the city’s “urban majority.” 
Simone draws on research conducted over multiple years in Jakarta, during which time 
he carried out interviews, engaged in participant observations in several 
neighborhoods, and collaborated with the Urban Poor Consortium, an Indonesian 
non-profit. He also draws on research (surveys of neighborhood residents and 
interviews with residents, planners, security guards, and managers of mega-
developments) conducted in an urban laboratory through a partnership jointly run by 
the district councils of Senen, Kemayoran, and Johar Baru; the University of 
Tarumanagara; and the Rujak Center for Urban Studies. By illuminating the daily 
practices and procedures by which the city continually operates, Simone’s book offers 
a refreshing take on a city often unfairly caricatured as dysfunctional and disaster-
prone. 

In this book, Simone subtly rejects the dominant theoretical concepts and 
categories of mainstream urban studies, such as the global South and neoliberalism, 
contending these cannot capture the “complex processes of urban change or the 
multitude of practices” of urban life (2). The book therefore makes an important 
contribution in its effort to engage with Jakarta on its own terms. The result is a series 
of “mid-level concepts,” around which each chapter is shaped: “the near-South,” “the 
urban majority,” “devising relations,” and “endurance.” Simone argues that these mid-
level concepts are able to illustrate practices not fully captured by dominant 
categorizations. For example, observing that many residents employed in the formal 
economy depend on income earned “off the books,” such as renting a room to 
migrants or operating a warung (shop, stall) out of their house (87), and that formal 
businesses often depend on subcontracting informal labor to cut costs (196), Simone 
demonstrates how informal and formal economic activities often occur within the 
same spaces. He therefore argues that these spaces cannot be labeled as either strictly 
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one or the other, formal or informal. Similarly, he observes how residents forge fragile 
collaborations and contingent relations with one another not due to a shared ethnic or 
religious identity, but instead on the basis of necessity such that “everyday 
negotiations seem to ‘forget’ ethnicity as soon as they begin” (139). 

Chapter One introduces Simone’s concept of the “near South,” intended to 
connote a space “neither of the global North nor of the global South” (34). Simone 
examines the contradictions and ambiguities that he regards as central to urban 
development in Jakarta: seemingly unproductive projects operating as so-called “self-
contained” developments place enormous pressure on the city; developers manipulate 
or lie about occupancy rates to manufacture the success of their ventures; and land 
transactions are, in practice, governed more often by money rather than the nearly two 
thousand distinct pieces of legislation designed to do so. While Simone exposes illegal 
or unofficial practices, he refrains from defaulting to a discussion of corruption, 
instead reading these processes through the lens of uncertainty. In doing so, he 
illustrates the centrality of these practices to the daily working of the city, rather than 
evidence of Jakarta’s dysfunctional nature. 

The concept of the “near South” stands to have great utility for urban scholars 
studying cities in Indonesia and across the so-called “global South.” By refusing to 
read Jakarta through the lens of informality or illegality, Simone invites readers to 
think differently about not only Jakarta, but also about cities more generally. For 
example, he notes that the notion of the near South also draws attention to the 
“realities embedded within cities of the global North, such as their own ‘Souths’” 
(33). Indeed, one of Simone’s primary goals is to present a detailed account of Jakarta 
in the hopes that this might contribute to developing “significant concepts that lead to 
a better understanding of urban processes in general” (21). The book has, no doubt, 
benefitted from his empirical and theoretical engagements with other Asian and 
African cities. From this vantage point, Simone is able to reflect broadly on urban life 
across different contexts and identify insights that may hold true for a range of cities.  

Largely leaving behind the mega-developments and kampungs for which the city is 
well known, Simone takes the reader into the streets, households, schools, and 
institutions where Jakarta’s residents spend their days. He details the everyday 
activities of a wide range of actors (including maintenance workers, property brokers, 
entrepreneurs, high-rise residents, young professionals, and families) whom he refers 
to as the “urban majority” (the focus of Chapter Two): those residents who cannot be 
described as either poor or middle class. Simone examines how these residents 
“devise relations” (Chapter Three) in order to seek out “incremental” solutions to the 
challenges of everyday urban life. Another important contribution of the book is that 
he illuminates how residents are not only affected by planning and policy, but also 
that they play a key role themselves in shaping the city, and come to constitute “a 
force of city making” (262). His account is thus differentiated by his attention not to 
the “survival” of the urban poor, a popular analytical lens for studies of Southern 
cities, but of residents’ “endurance” (Chapter Four): how they engage in “a means of 
continuing to continue” (203) in a city where the ground is constantly shifting 
beneath their feet. 

Simone examines how residents come to live with uncertainty by forging tentative 
social networks and temporary collaborations to get things done, hedging their bets, 
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and speculating on their own futures. For example, he describes how residents may 
choose to live in certain neighborhoods that they hope will make them “eligible” for 
success, despite the high chance that they will go into long-term debt. He also 
examines how material possessions become enrolled in this process of enduring: while 
seemingly out of place, belongings piled on a street or a tarpaulin used to create an 
outdoor eating area are evidence of the “constant jockeying for space” (228) in which 
residents must engage. 

A defining characteristic of the book lies in Simone’s ability to expertly capture the 
everyday rhythm and atmosphere of Jakarta’s urban life, something that few else are 
able to do. He writes as someone in the know, demonstrating a familiarity with 
Jakarta that reflects his longstanding engagement with the city. The result is an 
impressively intimate account of a city that can be “difficult to read” (1) through the 
analytical frameworks and concepts of mainstream urban planning and theory. His 
ethnographic sensibility and attention to Jakarta’s affective qualities deliver an 
insightful analysis of the everyday lives of Jakarta’s residents. His vivid descriptions of 
urban life will no doubt resonate with those familiar with the city, at the same time as 
offering new insights. 

While Simone writes with fascinating detail on a range of everyday activities and 
“deceptions” (220), such as describing the inner workings of the piracy industry and 
the bogus raids orchestrated by retailers, and his discoveries of illicit love affairs and 
illegal activities in high-end properties, it is often unclear how he uncovers such 
practices. His methodology, which he describes as the product of “a circulation 
through various experiments, provocations, studies, interventions, and advocacies that 
have progressively folded in larger numbers of collaborators” (xi), remains largely 
opaque throughout the book. He cites his engagements with “residents as co-
researchers” and sometimes refers to his informants as friends (209), without 
elaborating on the nature of these relationships. At times Simone references 
interviews with informants, or cites as many as twenty academic references; in other 
instances, bold statements—such as the claim that most urban development in Jakarta 
is in some way illegal or that mega-developments are used to launder money—are not 
accompanied by clear sources of evidence. Thus, while he commands an authoritative 
voice and impressive knowledge of Jakarta’s daily workings, it is often unclear from 
where he gets the information that supports his conclusions. 

The book has potential to be enormously useful for those working in urban policy 
and practice. However, Simone makes only a limited effort to translate his mid-level 
concepts into something more concrete. An exception is Chapter Five, wherein 
Simone sketches the outlines of an alternative to the city’s top-down approach to 
planning. Critiquing attempts to create “all-in kinds of solutions” (257) to urban 
problems in Jakarta, he calls for an engagement with “inventive policy”: a form of 
urban policy that is more flexible and incremental. Arguing that residents are “already 
participating” (255) in urban policy and have developed their own (temporary) 
solutions to various urban problems, Simone contends that policy can be more 
effective by learning from residents and “their ability to think ahead, to shift gears” 
(260) and respond to the uncertainty of the ever-changing city. Nevertheless, it still 
remains somewhat unclear exactly how Simone envisions this learning happening.  
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 Thus, while Simone succeeds in drawing the city near, he does so briefly and 
momentarily. This is, arguably, the author’s intention: he is clear that the book is 
intended neither as “a report of a systematic research study” (xi) nor a monolithic 
account of the city. It is also clear that Simone wishes to avoid prescriptive remedies 
for Jakarta. Instead, his aim is to capture Jakarta’s fluidity as a city that is always 
emerging. He writes, “I try to come up with formulations that themselves convey the 
oscillating, unstable, and vibrant sense of Jakarta” (4). Yet the very instability of his 
mid-level concepts poses challenges for operationalizing the book’s insights. He might 
have done more to translate his theoretical concepts so that they could be more 
readily used in urban policy and planning.  

The book raises important questions for urban theorists and practitioners alike, 
and ought to be commended for its illuminating accounts of urban life. Especially 
interesting is Simone’s critical discussion of the “big actors” (41) shaping Jakarta’s 
urban fabric: private developers. While these major players dominate the cityscape, 
they are difficult to get close to. Most research examining the industry in Jakarta does 
so from a distance, at a macro-economic level. In this context, Simone’s account of 
how developers actually operate in the city, drawing on interviews with planners 
employed by major developers, is both intriguing and elucidating. The book will offer 
new insights for researchers and scholars in anthropology, geography, sociology, and 
urban planning concerned with understanding urbanization, informality, and the 
everyday lived experience of cities. The book will be of particular interest to scholars 
concerned with Indonesian cities, as well as other cities in the Southern hemisphere 
that have outgrown the sweeping category of the “global South,” and which demand 
new ways of being read. 


